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Reading authentic texts requires recognition of a large amount of vocabulary. Adequate 
comprehension of authentic English academic texts requires a minimum vocabulary size of the 
most frequent 5,000 general word families and 500 academic word families from the Academic 
Word List. English learners and particularly learners of English as a foreign language (EFL), 
however, are often found to lack this vocabulary size at all educational stages. As the EFL 
learners focused on in this study, high school and college-level Saudi EFL students have been 
found to have only a very small vocabulary. This study investigates whether Saudi EFL 
Preparatory Year Program (PYP) students have or do not have the minimum vocabulary size for 
reading English texts that they will read when they enroll in English-medium colleges. To carry 
out this investigation, data were collected from 100 PYP students by administering two 
vocabulary size tests. The results suggest that the majority of PYP students not only do not have 
the minimum vocabulary size needed to cope with reading English texts, but also do not even 
have a vocabulary size close to it. Only a small portion of students has a relatively large 
vocabulary size of between 4,000 and 4,600 word families. As an interesting finding worth 
noting, extensive viewing of L2 movies has been found to have a significant effect on L2 
vocabulary learning. 
To investigate the extent to which PYP students are autonomous and strategic vocabulary 
learners, 5 more proficient and 5 less proficient students were interviewed. The interviews 
suggest the more proficient students are highly autonomous and more strategic vocabulary 
learners because they apply most of the 6 principles of vocabulary learning autonomy and use 
v 
 
vocabulary learning strategies more appropriately and consistently. However, the more proficient 
students are not completely autonomous learners because they do not read or write in English 
extensively, a very important approach for learning a large number of vocabulary words. 
Although a considerable number of PYP students were able to substantially increase their L2 
vocabulary size through only extensive watching of L2 movies, they could not reach the 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Accurate information on vocabulary threshold, that is, the minimum amount of 
vocabulary necessary for certain language uses such as reading academic texts, is important and 
useful for second language (L2) teaching and learning. Such information helps teachers and 
curriculum designers in designing the vocabulary component of language courses and setting 
vocabulary goals, and helps learners in making efforts to achieve these goals (Laufer & 
Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). Vocabulary research indicates that much more vocabulary is 
required to read authentic English academic texts (written initially by and for English native 
speakers) than has been previously thought (Nation, 2006). Schmitt (2007) asserted, “Most 
research indicates that knowledge of the most frequent 5,000 word families should provide 
enough vocabulary to enable learners to read authentic texts” (p. 746). Laufer and Ravenhorst-
Kalovski (2010) also concluded that the minimum vocabulary threshold for L2 reading of 
unsimplified English texts consists of the most frequent 4,000–5,000 word families. 
A mastery of academic vocabulary is also necessary for L2 learners of English who 
intend to undertake academic study because academic English texts have a great number of non–
high-frequency vocabulary words (termed academic vocabulary), which is common across 
academic disciplines. It is therefore crucial for English language learners to know the first 5,000 
word families as well as Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List (AWL; Coxhead, 1998, 2000; 
Nation, 2013; Nation & Newton, 1997; Schmitt, 2010a). About 500 of the AWL’s 570 word 
families are desirable for L2 learners intending to pursue academic degrees at universities and 
colleges where English is the medium of instruction (Nation, 2013). 
It cannot be assumed that this large L2 vocabulary size will be learned simply from 




constructions) or on communication alone (e.g., communicative language teaching). Rather, L2 
learners should be more proactive in vocabulary learning and follow a principled approach that 
includes processing large amounts of language input, especially through extensive reading. Most 
importantly, students should be willing “to be active learners over a long period of time, for 
without this, they are unlikely to achieve any substantial vocabulary size, regardless of the 
quality of instruction” (Schmitt, 2008, p. 333). It is thus critically important that learners become 
autonomous with regard to their vocabulary growth and possess the necessary skills and 
knowledge of the vocabulary learning process particularly outside of formal educational contexts 
(Nation, 1998, 2013). 
L2 learners also need to effectively use a number of vocabulary learning strategies 
(VLSs), an essential part of being an autonomous vocabulary learner. If L2 learners employ and 
combine various VLSs, they will be more successful in developing the lexicon of the English 
language (Cain, Oakhill, & Lemmon, 2004; Dörnyei, 2005; Parks & Raymond, 2004, as cited in 
Albousaif, 2012). There are some mid- and high-frequency words that cannot all be taught by 
teachers. Rather, L2 learners need to learn them themselves, and strategies are the essential 
means for doing so (Nation, 2013). For L2 learners, being aware of the available VLSs, being 
able to use them well and often, and being able to choose among them are crucial for gaining the 
appropriate vocabulary size to read authentic English texts. This is confirmed by Schmitt 
(2010b): “The skilled and appropriate use of strategies/tactics directly leads to increased 
vocabulary knowledge, which is indicated by both size and depth components” (p. 96). 
The above-mentioned theoretical framework guided the formulation of the study research 
questions. First, the literature review on vocabulary size and reading English academic texts led 




Year Programs (PYPs) who intend to study in various English-medium colleges have an 
adequate general vocabulary size (the first 5,000 word families) for reading authentic English 
texts. Second, the literature on the importance of academic vocabulary as manifested in its 10% 
coverage of academic texts also raises a related question of whether those students have the 
academic vocabulary necessary (at least 500 words from the AWL) for reading English academic 
materials. Third, the strong indications in the literature about the importance of autonomous 
vocabulary learning and VLSs regarding vocabulary growth raised the question of the extent to 
which Saudi EFL preparatory year students are autonomous and strategic in vocabulary learning 
in order to explore the possible reasons responsible for the students’ vocabulary size. 
Statement of the Problem  
Saudi EFL high school graduates have been found to have a very small vocabulary size 
of around 1,000 word families (e.g., Al-Akloby, 2001; Al-Hazemi, 1993; Al-Nujaidi, 2003). 
With this very low lexical competence, students enroll in different English preparatory programs, 
called PYPs. After only one year of instruction, they are allowed to enroll in the various 
undergraduate colleges where they will read many authentic English academic texts because 
English is the medium of instruction. By that time they are, presumably, at an advanced stage of 
language learning: They have control of the main grammatical constructions of English, and they 
know a good deal of vocabulary. However, there is a concern that when they exit the PYP they 
still lag behind as they lack the minimum vocabulary requirements (5,000 word families of 
general vocabulary and 500 words from the AWL) for comprehension of academic materials. 
This concern is valid for two reasons. First, one year of instruction is not enough to catch 
up and learn thousands of words (e.g., Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Nurweni & Read, 1999). 




the end of the PYP (McMullen, 2014)—vocabulary knowledge has been shown to underlie 
language proficiency (Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Schmitt, Jiang, & Grabe, 2011). Thus, Saudi EFL 
PYP students probably face a lexical gap in coping with authentic reading texts in the target 
language. Cobb (2008) points out that reading unsimplified texts (written mainly for native 
speakers) is very difficult for learners with vocabulary sizes of around 2,000 words. Al-Nujaidi 
(2003) maintained that an insufficient vocabulary size would affect reading ability and “if 
students are admitted with low vocabulary size and the problem persists throughout their 
academic programs, or is solved only partially, students may graduate with lower than the 
expected qualifications” (p. 138). In her observation of a PYP, McMullen (2014) confirmed, 
“Lecturers who teach freshman-level students often question the English proficiency of their 
students who have just exited the preparatory program. This is a kingdom-wide phenomenon” (p. 
138).  
Purpose of the Study 
The primary purpose of this study is to determine whether Saudi EFL learners enrolled in 
a PYP have or do not have the appropriate vocabulary size (5,000 word families plus 500 words 
from the AWL) for comprehension of English academic texts. The second purpose is to explore 
the extent to which they are strategic and autonomous vocabulary learners by exploring the 
possible reasons for their vocabulary size. 
Research Questions 
This study seeks answers to two sets of questions. The first set concerns the general and 
academic vocabulary size as follows: 
1. Do Saudi EFL preparatory year students have the general vocabulary size necessary 




2. Do Saudi EFL preparatory year students have the academic vocabulary size necessary 
for comprehension of English academic texts? 
The other set of questions focuses on vocabulary learning autonomy and strategies as follows: 
3. To what extent are Saudi EFL preparatory year student’s autonomous vocabulary 
learners? 
4. To what extent are Saudi EFL preparatory year student’s strategic vocabulary 
learners? 
5. Are the vocabulary learning strategies used by the most proficient students different 
from those used by the less proficient students? 
Assumptions of the Study 
This study assumed that most of the Saudi EFL preparatory year students lack the 
appropriate vocabulary size. It also assumed that they have a little knowledge of the academic 
vocabulary. There was also an assumption that students did not develop a considerable level of 
vocabulary learning autonomy, although they are assumed to apply and combine a number of, 
yet limited, VLSs.  
Significance of the Study 
A few studies that have measured the vocabulary size of advanced learners willing to 
study at the academic level are available, and many of these targeted a specific population of 
learners (e.g., Barrow, Nakanishi, & Ishino, 1999; Horst, T. Cobb, T. Cobb, & Meara, 1998; 
Milton & Meara, 1998). In Saudi Arabia, PYPs have been implemented in all the government 
and private universities and colleges in the last few years for all students who want to enroll in 




high school graduates are enrolled in this program every semester; however, very few studies 
have been conducted on the Saudi EFL preparatory year students. 
The present study is significant in a number of ways. First, it attempts to fill the gap of 
the scant research on students in an English program widely implemented at all Saudi 
universities and colleges, accommodating a very large number of students. As most, if not all, 
studies conducted on PYP students dealt with writing skills (e.g., M. Khan & I. Khan, 2012; 
Nazim & Ahmad, 2012; Sawalmeh, 2013), this study deals with vocabulary, a very important 
component in L2 language learning. This shifting away from a writing focus to vocabulary is 
useful for providing different information about PYP students’ L2 learning. Thus, this study 
attempts to give more accurate estimates of the PYP students’ vocabulary sizes, because the sole 
study conducted to measure the vocabulary size of PYP students (Alothman, 2014) has 
apparently provided overestimations of the general and academic vocabulary size (between 4,800 
and 5,900 general word families and around 403 AWL families). Second, this study should 
advance our understanding about the line of inquiry, and contribute to the vocabulary acquisition 
field through investigating the vocabulary size of Saudi EFL PYP students and their vocabulary 
learning autonomy. Third, the results regarding PYP students’ vocabulary size, level of 
autonomous learning, and use of VLSs may be of benefit to English language instructors, 
curriculum designers, and material developers in preparing and developing activities and 
exercises that help increase vocabulary size and improve autonomous learning. Finally, the PYP 
administration itself might benefit from the results regarding developing the vocabulary 




Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 
Delimitations. As delimitations are boundaries set by the researcher, multiple 
delimitations will be noted in this study. The most obvious delimitation is the choice of context, 
Qassim University. Qassim University was chosen as the research context for the convenience of 
the researcher. However, its PYP students represent other Saudi universities’ PYP students as it 
includes a broader range of students who come from different Saudi cities and provinces. 
Another delimitation is the current study will be conducted with only male students. The gender-
based research into language learning strategies suggests that female learners use a far wider 
range of strategies, female and male learners use different strategies (Catalan, 2003), and 
different vocabulary sizes might exist. A further delimitation is the choice to limit data collection 
to one test for the general vocabulary size and another one for the academic vocabulary size, as 
other tests might provide different estimates. This choice, however, was made because the 
Vocabulary Size Test (VST) and the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) are the best vocabulary size 
tests available (this will be discussed further in Chapter 3).  
Limitations. “Limitations are potential weaknesses or problems with the study identified 
by the researcher” (Creswell, 2005, p. 198). Regarding the VST, there is a small number of items 
sampled from each vocabulary level that might not reflect the actual vocabulary size of students. 
For students who are not motivated to perform to the best of their ability on the tests, their 
vocabulary size might be substantially underestimated. Another limitation is that the qualitative 
data findings could be subject to other interpretations. 
Organization of the Study 
This dissertation is organized into six chapters. Chapter 1 serves to lay the theoretical 




questions, significance, and limitations and delimitations of the study. Chapter 2 is a synthesis 
and analysis of previous research that has been conducted in the domains of required text 
coverage and vocabulary size for academic reading in English formulaic language, autonomous 
vocabulary learning, and VLSs. Chapter 3 explains the research methods used in this study and 
presents in detail the measures and steps taken when collecting data. Whereas the fourth chapter 
presents, analyzes, and discusses the quantitative data obtained from the vocabulary size tests, 
the fifth chapter analyzes, presents, and discusses the results of the qualitative data. The sixth 
chapter summarizes the research findings and provides pedagogic implications and suggestions 




Chapter 2: Literature Review 
This chapter covers a sequence of interrelated topics starting with vocabulary text 
coverage and ending with VLSs. More specifically, it begins by giving information about the 
percentage of text coverage necessary for adequate comprehension, with particular emphasis on 
the appropriate vocabulary size for reading academic English texts. Then, it gives a brief 
overview of relevant studies on English learners’ vocabulary size. After that, it continues to 
focus on vocabulary learning autonomy and ends by outlining some important VLSs. The 
chapter, therefore, considers both the required text coverage as well as the vocabulary size and 
learners’ vocabulary size. Then, the chapter considers the importance of autonomous vocabulary 
learning, and becomes more specific and focuses on its six principles (metacognitive strategies). 
Finally, it gives an overview of other direct strategies such as determination strategies, cognitive 
strategies, and memory strategies for the discovery of a new word’s meaning and consolidating a 
word once it has been encountered. 
Lexical Text Coverage and Adequate Comprehension 
An important inquiry in research regarding how much vocabulary is required to read a 
text is what amount of text coverage is necessary for adequate comprehension to be likely to be 
reached. In other words, how many unknown words in a text can be tolerated before they hinder 
comprehension? How much vocabulary of a text should readers recognize to achieve adequate 
comprehension? However, it is important to clarify that the amount of vocabulary coverage 
required depends on the degree of comprehension required, as exhibited in the following studies 
(Nation, 2006). 
The first attempt to relate reading comprehension to lexical coverage was made by Laufer 




on a reading comprehension test. In her study, adequate comprehension was set at the score of 
55% because at the time of the study, that was the score required for passing the English for 
Academic Purposes course that the study participants were enrolled in. She asked students to 
underline unknown words in a text, and then adjusted this figure based on results of another 
translation test. From this test, she was able to calculate the percentage of vocabulary in the text 
that each student knew. Her finding was that 95% coverage was the point that best differentiated 
between students who reached 55% on the reading comprehension test and those who did not. 
She concluded that around 95% coverage was sufficient for reading authentic texts written 
initially by and for English native speakers. 
A decade later, Hu and Nation (2000) conducted a study to investigate the relationship 
between lexical coverage and reading comprehension. They generated four groups of different 
coverage (80%, 90%, 95%, 100%) by replacing some words in the text with nonwords in the 
below 100% groups. They used a multiple-choice test and a cued written recall comprehension 
test and defined adequate comprehension as the score that the majority of learners in the 100% 
coverage group achieved—a score of 12 correct answers out of 14 on the multiple-choice test 
(i.e., approximately 85.7% and 70 out of 124 on the written recall test [i.e., 56.5%]). If we 
average the two scores (i.e., 85.7% and 56.5%), we get 71%. They found the following: 
 With a text coverage of 80% (that is, 20 out of every 100 words [1 in 5] were 
nonwords), no one gained adequate comprehension. 
 With a text coverage of 90%, a small minority gained adequate comprehension. 
 With a text coverage of 95% (1 unknown word in 20), a few more gained 
adequate comprehension, but they were still a small minority.  
 At 100% coverage, most gained adequate comprehension. (Nation, 2006, p. 61)  
It was calculated that 98% (1 unknown word in 50) is the lexical coverage for adequate 
comprehension. However, the two different coverage suggestions above, of Laufer (1989) and 




comprehension. Hence, both suggestions could be correct depending on what level of 
comprehension is expected” (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010, p. 17). Reporting on the 
above two studies, Nation (2013) said: 
The probabilistic threshold is 98%. With this coverage almost all learners have a chance 
of gaining adequate comprehension. If, instead of adequate comprehension, a standard of 
minimally acceptable comprehension is applied (as Laufer did in her study), then 95% 
coverage is likely to be the probabilistic threshold. (p. 206) 
 
In a recent study, Schmitt et al. (2011) explored the relationship between the percentage 
of known words in a text and the degree of reading comprehension of that text. Learners first 
completed a yes–no vocabulary test based on words generated from two texts, read the two texts, 
and then completed a reading comprehension test for each text, which contained multiple-choice 
and information transfer items. The study findings demonstrated the following:  
a relatively linear relationship between the percentage of vocabulary known and the 
degree of reading comprehension within the coverage range of 90–100%, but no 
indication of a vocabulary threshold, where comprehension increased dramatically at a 
particular percentage of vocabulary knowledge. (Schmitt et al., 2011, p. 26)  
 
Schmitt et al. found that 95% text coverage is sufficient if 60% comprehension is considered 
adequate, and 98%–99% vocabulary coverage is needed if 70% comprehension is necessary. 
However, if 75% comprehension is the goal, then learners need to recognize all of the 
vocabulary in the text. Learners are, however, likely to answer 50% of the comprehension items 
correctly at 90% coverage. This indicates that although comprehension may not be easy when 
there is more than 1 unknown word in 10, learners are still able to reach considerable 
comprehension. Their conclusion is consistent with Hu and Nation (2000); the 98% estimate is a 
more reasonable coverage goal for readers of academic texts because most teachers and learners 




Two different coverage suggestions (95% and 98%), based on what is considered 
adequate comprehension, can be determined from the above-mentioned studies. Most 
importantly, however, the studies that have attempted to determine the vocabulary size that 
allows for reading comprehension based on two different coverage figures have reached much 
more agreement on the lexical threshold, as will be illustrated in the following section.  
Vocabulary Size and Reading English Academic Texts 
Once the lexical coverage for adequate comprehension was established (95%–98% text 
coverage), researchers went on to answer how large the readers’ vocabulary should be for 
adequate reading comprehension (95%–98% text coverage). What is the vocabulary threshold? 
Nation (2006) identified three methods of deciding how many words a learner of English as a 
second language (ESL) or EFL needs to know in order to read without assistance or external 
support from a teacher or dictionary because looking up a large number of words consumes too 
much time, interferes with reading fluency, and causes interruption (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer, 
2013). 
 The first method is very ambitious—that is, to try to find out how many words there are 
in the English language and to consider that as a learning goal. According to Nation (2006), 
studies that have used this method have counted figures between 88,500 (Nagy & Anderson, 
1984) and 114,000 word families (Goulden, Nation, & Read, 1990). Nation, however, warned of 
two major shortcomings in this approach. First, native language speakers do not necessarily 
know all of the lexical items in their first language. Second, these figures are too large to be 
reasonable goals for L2 vocabulary learning (Nation, 2006). 
A second method of deciding vocabulary learning goals is to find out what a native 




reasonably conservative estimates (Goulden et al., 1990; Zechmeister, Chronis, Cull, D’Anna, & 
Healy, 1995) indicate that highly educated native speakers know approximately 20,000 word 
families (proper nouns and transparently derived forms are not included). Nation thinks that 
these figures are also very ambitious as goals for L2 vocabulary learning. Fortunately, learners of 
the English language do not have to acquire native-like vocabulary sizes to be proficient in 
English (Schmitt, 2010b). Nation commented that recent research found that well-educated 
nonnative speakers of English who are pursuing advanced degrees through the medium of 
English have a receptive English vocabulary knowledge of around 8,000 to 9,000 word families. 
A third method of deciding vocabulary learning goals is to determine how much 
vocabulary (lexical threshold) is needed for certain uses of English such as reading unsimplified 
academic English texts. Thus, a more reasonable vocabulary goal for English language learners 
is the amount of lexis necessary to enable various forms of communication (Schmitt, 2010b). 
According to Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010), “This can be approached in two ways: by 
examining the coverage that words of different frequency levels provide to texts in representative 
corpora, or by testing students on text comprehension and relating different reading scores to 
learners’ vocabulary size” (p. 17).  
One of the studies that used the first method was by Hirsh and Nation (1992). They 
attempted to work out how many words an individual needs to know in order to be able to read a 
novel written for native English–speaking teenagers. They concluded that an estimate of around 
5,000 word families would be needed. Nation (2006) maintained that there was a major issue in 
Hirsh and Nation’s study—that is, the vocabulary lists that were available at that time were 
limited to the 2,000 most frequent word families of English (West, 1953) and the University 




to estimate beyond the first 2,000 word families. Nation’s (2006) study was conducted, as Nation 
assured:  
to overcome this difficulty by using lemma lists from the British National Corpus to 
develop a substantial number of word-family lists that will provide more accurate 
estimates of the number of word-families needed to read and listen to English intended 
for native speakers. (p. 60) 
 
Therefore, Nation’s (2006) study is the most comprehensive and up-to-date study in 
which he tested the 14 word-family lists that were developed from data from the British National 
Corpus (BNC) to see what vocabulary size would be needed to reach a 98% coverage level of a 
variety of written and spoken texts. Each level of the 14 word-family lists contains 1,000 word 
families. A summary of his findings is presented in Table 1. 
Table 1 
Average Coverage and Range of Coverage of a Series of Word Levels 





First 1,000 1 78–81 81–84 
Second 1,000 1 8–9 5–6 
Third 1,000 1 3–5 2–3 
Fourth and fifth 1,000 2 3 1.5–3 
Sixth through ninth 1,000 4 2 0.75–1 
Tenth through fourteenth 
1,000 
5 < 1 0.5 
Proper nouns 1 2–4 1–1.5 
Not in the lists 1 1–3 1 
Note. Taken from Nation (2006, p. 79). 
The data summary demonstrated that, in written texts, the first 1,000 most frequent word 
families will provide coverage of 78%–81%, and the second 1,000 adds an additional 8%–9% 
(i.e., with only the first 2,000 word families, up to 90% coverage could be achieved). The third 




2%, and the tenth to fourteenth 1,000 less than 1%. Proper names cover from 2% to 4% of 
written texts. All the other words that are not on the lists can cover 1%–3% of the texts. It is 
appropriate to mention here that these vocabulary sizes are based on the assumption that 
vocabulary is learned in relation to its frequency of occurrence, with higher frequency words 
being learned before mid- and low-frequency words. High-frequency words consist of 2,000 
word families (the first and second 1,000), mid-frequency words consist of 7,000 word families 
(from the third to the ninth 1,000), and low-frequency words are those from the tenth 1,000 
onwards (Nation, 2013). 
Nation (2006) concluded that a much larger vocabulary size is needed to read authentic 
texts than had been previously believed. Therefore, his estimate is that 8,000–9,000 word 
families are necessary to read a range of authentic texts (e.g., novels or newspapers), based on 
the BNC data and 98% coverage. However, Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) maintained 
that Nation’s suggestion of 8,000–9,000 for a 98% level of comprehension “is a safe estimate 
based on the lower coverage figures stated above” (p. 18). They stated that in a text with the 
higher coverage figures, it is possible to reach 98% coverage with a vocabulary size of 5,000 
word families and proper nouns as shown above. 
The second method of determining the vocabulary threshold, by testing L2 learners on 
text comprehension and vocabulary size, was used by Laufer (1992). In her study, 92 EFL 
learners completed two standardized reading tests and a vocabulary test, either the VLT (Nation, 
1983) or the Eurocentres vocabulary tests (Meara & Jones, 1990). Learners were put into 
different vocabulary size groups based on the vocabulary tests, and then comprehension scores 
were examined for each vocabulary level group. Adequate comprehension was set at a score of 




that best distinguishes readers and nonreaders. A linear regression analysis showed that a 
vocabulary size of 3,000 would yield a reading score of 56%, a size of 4,000 would predict a 
reading score of 63% (7 additional percentage points), and a size of 5,000 would predict a 
reading score of 70% with the assumption that the relationship between the two variables was 
linear. Hence, as the other above-mentioned studies, “We can see how the notion of vocabulary 
threshold is contingent upon what is considered ‘reasonable’ or ‘adequate’ comprehension” 
(Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010, p. 18). 
On the surface, all the above-mentioned studies appear to suggest different lexical 
coverage and thresholds. However, if one looks carefully at their results, they seem to converge 
unexpectedly well. Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) explained how the results of those 
studies support each other: 
Laufer (1989) found that at 95% coverage most participants could receive a score of 55% 
on the reading test. In 1992, she found that a vocabulary level of 3,000 word families 
could assure this reading score. However, in the same study, she also found that to 
receive a score of 70%, learners would need to know 5,000 word families. Hu and Nation 
(2000) suggest that 98% of coverage is required for “adequate” comprehension which is 
set at 71%, being the average of the two comprehension tests. The corpus data in Nation 
(2006) show that it is possible to reach 98% coverage with 5,000 word families and 
proper nouns, and 95% coverage with 3,000 word families and proper nouns. (pp. 18–19)  
 
In a large-scale study, Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) merged data on the lexical 
coverage of several academic texts, learners’ vocabulary level, and reading comprehension 
scores of academic English. They found that learners who had a vocabulary size of 6,000–8,000 
word families reached lexical coverage of 98%. Learners with vocabulary sizes of 4,000–5,000 
word families reached 95% coverage. They highlighted that in Nation (2006), the most frequent 
3,000 word families covered 89%–95% of the lexical items and 5,000 covered 92%–98% of the 
vocabulary in written texts. In response to the diverging results of the studies, they suggested 




size of 8,000 word families, reaches coverage of 98% of the text, and a minimal one, which is the 
size of 5,000 word families, yields coverage of 95% of the text.  
From the above-mentioned studies, it can be concluded that the 5,000 most frequent word 
families (the 2,000 high-frequency words plus the 3,000 words from the mid-frequency words) is 
the most desired figure for dealing with English texts as it allows for 95%–98% text coverage. 
Schmitt (2007) supported this claim: 
Most research indicates that knowledge of the most frequent 5,000 word families should 
provide enough vocabulary to enable learners to read authentic texts. Of course, many 
words will still be unknown, but this level of knowledge should allow learners to infer the 
meaning of many of the novel words from context and to understand most of the 
communicative content of the text. (p. 746) 
 
Academic Vocabulary 
Academic texts contain high-frequency vocabulary as well as technical vocabulary 
relevant to the field in question. They also, however, have a great deal of non–high-frequency 
vocabulary, which is common across academic disciplines. This support vocabulary is termed 
academic vocabulary (Schmitt, 2010b). For L2 learners of English who wish to engage in an 
English-medium academic environment, knowledge of the subtechnical vocabulary (academic 
vocabulary) that occurs across a range of academic disciplines is also necessary (Coxhead, 1998; 
N. Schmitt, D. Schmitt, & Clapham, 2001). Nation and Newton (1997) confirmed, “If learners 
intend to do academic study […], then the academic vocabulary is the next level of vocabulary to 
teach” (p. 239). Nation (2013) argued that after the mastery of the 2,000–3,000 high-frequency 
words that are helpful for general English, “It is wise to direct vocabulary learning to more 
specialized areas…. It is possible to specialize by learning the shared vocabulary of several fields 




of academic vocabulary is critical for L2 learners enrolled in a university where English is the 
instruction medium, particularly for reading and writing.  
Coxhead (2000) developed a word list for academic vocabulary called the AWL. The 
AWL was compiled from a corpus of 3.5 million running words of written academic text by 
examining the range and frequency of words outside the first 2,000 most frequently occurring 
words of English, as described by West (1953). It contains 570 word families that account for 
10.0% of the running words in academic texts (Coxhead, 2000). According to Schmitt (2010b), 
“AWL is the best list of academic vocabulary currently available, and is widely used in 
vocabulary research” (p. 79). 
It is crucial for English language learners to know the first 5,000 word families as well as 
the AWL if they intend to study at English-medium universities (Coxhead, 2000; Nation, 2013; 
Schmitt, 2007, 2010a). Although 81.3% of the AWL is in Nation’s (2006) BNC 3,000 most 
frequent word families (Nation, 2004) and probably a little bit more is in the 5,000 word 
families, the rest of the AWL occurs beyond the fifth 1,000 (a figure that can provide 98% 
coverage) because the AWL is drawn from the high-, mid-, and low-frequency words—words 
from the AWL can be found from the first to the tenth 1,000 of the BNC (Nation, 2013; Nation 
& Beglar, 2007). 
The AWL is not above criticism. It is based on the assumption that students enrolled in 
an English for Academic Purposes program intend to study in a wide variety of academic 
disciplines, and therefore the vocabulary they learn should represent a common core of words. 
Thus, the AWL is criticized as being too general because each discipline uses academic words 




Martinez, Beck, & Panza, 2009). Hyland and Tse (2007) provided a comprehensive critique of 
the AWL. Read (2007) summarized the authors’ critique: 
First, they provide evidence that Coxhead’s (2000) AWL corpus was biased in favour of 
business studies and law, while underrepresenting the natural sciences and engineering. 
Using their own corpus of academic texts, Hyland and Tse found that most AWL word 
families were not very frequent overall and occurred very unevenly across the three 
disciplinary areas in their corpus: Sciences, Engineering and Social Sciences. These 
authors go on to argue that, even where word families are found in a range of fields, the 
meanings of the words and the ways they collocate are quite distinctive in each 
discipline. This leads Hyland and Tse to question the value of any vocabulary list that 
attempts to specify a common core of academic words, especially if it takes no account of 
meanings and collocational preferences. (p. 109) 
 
One of Hyland and Tse’s (2007) main recommendations is that practitioners should consider 
using lists based on corpora of specific fields or subjects, rather than the AWL. They concluded, 
therefore, that “the best return for learning effort is the student’s specific target corpus” (p. 251).  
In spite of these criticisms, there is value in having a general academic word list such as 
the AWL (Nation, 2013). For instance, for classes of learners intending to study in a range of 
disciplines, the AWL provides the most efficient focus for vocabulary learning after learners 
know the high-frequency words (first 2,000 word families) because the AWL coverage of 
science texts is higher than coverage by the mid-frequency words (third 1,000 word families). 
Second, although some words have different senses across different disciplines, these senses 
relate to a common core meaning which is a beneficial step toward dealing with it in a different 
discipline. Third, although some words of the AWL can be technical words in a particular 
discipline, the majority of the AWL words are nontechnical words, and as results from the VLT 
have shown, this academic vocabulary is often not well known, yet it is a source of difficulty 
when reading academic texts. Finally, particular academic words are, to some degree, associated 
with particular divisions (review, methods, results, and discussion) of academic articles as they 




summarizing, evaluating, and critiquing (Hirsh, 2004). Thus, it is useful when looking at 
particular academic texts to keep in mind the ways in which these texts represent the nature of 
academic texts in general.  
English Language Learners’ Vocabulary Size  
“For [L2] learners, vocabulary assessment can reveal the extent of the lexical gap they 
face in coping with authentic reading materials and undertaking other communicative tasks in the 
target language” (Read, 2007, p. 107). Studies of vocabulary consistently report a small 
vocabulary size for most English language learners, although vocabulary research suggests 
learners must learn a very large number of lexical items to be able to operate in English (Laufer 
& Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Nation, 2006, 2013; Schmitt, 2007, 2010b). Laufer (2000) 
reviewed nine studies conducted on eight different-nationality EFL learners and found that the 
vocabulary size of high school students ranged from 1,000–3,500 word families whereas 
university students’ vocabulary size ranged from 1,220–4,000 word families. Laufer concluded, 
“By comparison with L1 vocabulary size, L2 students’ vocabulary size is very small” (p. 48). 
English learners, and in particular EFL learners, seem to continue to suffer insufficient 
vocabulary knowledge and lack the appropriate vocabulary size even after years of teaching and 
learning efforts (Zheng, 2009). In the Saudi EFL context, several studies using different 
vocabulary size tests have been conducted to give estimates of the general and academic 
vocabulary size of high school graduates and university-level students. However, those estimates 
tended to vary greatly. Studies involving high school graduates have found that learners have 
poor vocabulary levels, scoring below 1,000 word families (Al-Akloby, 2001; Al-Hazemi, 1993; 
Al-Nujaidi, 2003). AlQahtani’s (2005) data, however, show that high school graduates knew an 




students knew 3,000 word families in the second year. On the other hand, AlSaif (2011) found 
that students at the junior level in the English department appeared to know on average 2,452 
word families. In a study on similar students, Alothman (2014) concluded that advanced learners 
of English (preparing to enter English-medium colleges) in a PYP have a vocabulary size of 
between 4,800 and 5,900 word families. 
Regarding academic vocabulary, studies on Saudi EFL learners are scarce. Al-Nujaidi 
(2003) reported that first-year university students had very little knowledge of the AWL, an 
average of 76 academic word families. However, Alothman (2014) reported an extremely 
different estimate for similar students. He found that the PYP students could recognize at least 
403 academic word families. These wildly varying estimates of Saudi high school/university 
EFL students are due to the different vocabulary size instruments used. Typically, the vocabulary 
size tests used in those studies either underestimate or overestimate the test taker’s vocabulary 
size. The current study aims to overcome this difficulty by using a more reliable and valid test, 
namely the VST (Beglar, 2010; Nation & Beglar, 2007). 
Autonomous Vocabulary Learning 
Learners need to take control of and responsibility for their own vocabulary learning in 
order to achieve a large vocabulary. No matter what the teacher does or what the coursebook 
presents, ultimately it is the learner who does the learning. The more learners are aware of how 
learning is carried out, the better the learning is likely to be. Nation (2013) maintains that 
autonomous learning should be seen as depending on the following three factors: attitude, 
awareness, and capability. Attitude refers to the need for the learner to want to take control of 
and responsibility for learning. Attitude is the most crucial and the hardest aspect of autonomy 




efficiently, they are reluctant to make the necessary change (Moir, 1996, as cited in Nation, 
2013). Awareness refers to learners’ understanding and evaluation of the learning approaches 
being taken, reflection on their effects, and consideration of other approaches. Knowledge about 
learning strategies is essential, because successful autonomous learning requires metacognitive 
awareness on the part of learners. In the development of autonomy, reflection is a very powerful 
tool, and this alone may be sufficient to justify seeing metacognitive awareness as an important 
aspect of autonomy. Capability, the third factor, is a learner’s need to possess the required skills 
and knowledge to be autonomous in a particular area of study. Nation proceeds by suggesting 
eight principles for possessing the knowledge and skills needed to be an autonomous vocabulary 
learner. These eight principles obviously require significant metacognitive awareness of some 
strategies of vocabulary learning (Al-Fuhaid, 2004). 
The first principle is that learners should know what vocabulary to learn, what to learn 
about it, how to learn it, how to put it to use, and how to see how well it has been learned and 
used. There is no need to discuss this principle because it “is in essence a summary of most of 
the other vocabulary-learning principles” (Nation, 2013, p. 584). In addition, the sixth principle 
is included in the seventh principle as one strand of vocabulary learning, so there is no need to 
have it as a separate principle.  
Principle 1: Learners should continue to increase their vocabulary size and enrich 
the words they already know. The fact that vocabulary learning is a cumulative process 
(Nation, 1982) and the L2 learners need to know a large vocabulary requires continuous learning 
of L2 vocabulary over time. First, learning a large number of words requires a long process of 
learning inside and outside the classroom (Schmitt, 2000), as the most optimistic measures of the 




usually much longer, to increase vocabulary size by 1,000 words (Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; 
Nurweni & Read, 1999). In addition, vocabulary words are learned in the order of their 
frequency. That is, the first 1,000 words are learned before the second 1,000 words, and the 
second 1,000 words are learned before the third 1,000 words, and so on (Nation, 2013).  
Second, L2 vocabulary learning should be an incremental process because it is almost 
impossible for an L2 learner to acquire all aspects of L2 vocabulary knowledge in a short time. 
Words are not instantly learned; rather they are gradually learned over a period of time from 
numerous exposures. This incremental nature of vocabulary acquisition manifests itself in a 
number of ways. Language learners may recognize a word form and know its meaning when 
they see it in a text or hear it in a conversation but be unable to use it on their own. They will 
probably know at least one meaning for a word before knowing all of its derivations. Thus, this 
situation demonstrates that there are different degrees of knowing a word (Nation, 2013; Schmitt, 
2012). Nation (1990) proposed a list that an individual needs to master in order to know a word 
(e.g., the meanings of the word, the written form, grammatical behavior, collocation, register, 
etc.), and this will be discussed as part of Principle 3.  
Vocabulary planning repetition is very important because most vocabulary learning 
requires repeated attention to the word. The use of increasingly spaced retrieval is a great 
strategy for remembering words (Baddeley, 1990; Pimsleur, 1967, as cited in Nation, 2013). This 
can involve an informal schedule for returning to previously studied items on word cards and the 
recycling of old material, or it can involve a more organized review system using a computer or a 
filing system (Mondria & Mondria-de Vries, 1994, as cited in Nation, 2013). Spaced repetition 
guarantees more stable learning than massed repetition. Massed repetition involves spending a 




the other hand, considers spreading the repetitions across a longer period of time, but not 
spending more time in total on the study of the words (Nation, 2013). 
Principle 2: Learners should use word frequency and personal need to determine 
what vocabulary should be learned. They should decide on their vocabulary learning goals and 
have an idea of what vocabulary they need to focus on as guided by these goals. They should 
also have a plan for deciding what vocabulary to focus on and where to locate this vocabulary. 
Presently, English learners can find adequate word lists available that act as a basis for choosing 
the high-frequency and academic vocabulary to focus on. Moreover, within the high-frequency, 
academic, and low-frequency levels, there are sublevels that should be focused on. For instance, 
the most frequent 60 words (Sublist 1) of the AWL yield 3.6% coverage of words in an academic 
text. The fourth most frequent 60 words (Sublist 4), on the other hand, provide coverage of only 
0.9% of words in an academic text. Thus, learners should give the most attention to Sublist 1 and 
when possible learn these words before moving on to other academic words. Similarly, the 2,000 
most frequent words can be divided into the most frequent 1,000 words, which cover more than 
75% of the words in an academic text, and the second 1,000 most frequent words, which cover 
about 5% to 6% of the running words (Coxhead, 2000; Nation, 2013).  
Information about word frequency is now easily accessible. Learners’ dictionaries often 
tag the higher frequency words of English. For example, the COBUILD Dictionary employs a 
useful system of five frequency bands, which allows learners to distinguish high-frequency 
words from those of moderate and low frequency. Similarly, Longman’s Dictionary of 
Contemporary English marks the high-frequency words in speaking and writing. Autonomous 




effectively by knowing the valuable features of dictionaries such as information about word 
frequency (Nation, 2013). 
For L2 learners of English who wish to study in an English-medium university where 
they are destined to read a myriad of authentic academic English texts, knowledge of the most 
frequent 5,000 word families is necessary. In addition, it is desirable for them to have mastery of 
at least 500 word families of the AWL (Coxhead, 2000; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; 
Nation, 2006, 2013; Schmitt, 2007).  
Principle 3: Learners should be aware of what is involved in knowing a word and 
should be able to find that information. “The potential knowledge that can be known about a 
word is rich and complex” (Schmitt, 2012, p. 5). As proposed by Nation (1990), knowing a word 
involves knowing a wide range of features. The basic level of knowing a word is to be able to 
connect a meaning to a written or spoken form. Although this form–meaning connection is 
absolutely important, it is only one part of word knowledge. Levels of word knowledge include 
using the word grammatically correctly in a sentence with correct collocations; creating other 
members of the word by adding suitable affixes; being familiar with the restricted uses of a word 
for cultural, stylistic, or register considerations; and being familiar with the other possible 
meanings and associations the word has (Nation, 1990, 2013; Schmitt, 2012). According to 
Nation (2013), “For some words, much of this knowledge will be highly predictable from 
knowledge of the learners’ first language and their knowledge of the subsystems of English. For 
other words, there will be a lot of new learning” (p. 586).  
Learners should know the wide range of elements there are to know about a word. They 
should have an organized system so that they can readily remember what to look for and can 




learners need to be skillful and critical in their use of the dictionary and need to be able to gather 
information when encountering words in context (Descamps, 1992; McKay, 1980; Stevens, 
1991, as cited in Nation, 2013). 
Principle 4: Learners should be familiar with the generalizable language systems 
that lie behind vocabulary use. Although there is irregularity in many aspects of language use 
in orthography, phonology, morphology, collocation, grammar, and discourse, a reasonable 
number of regular patterns should be learned that help comprehend, produce, and use language. 
Making use of these patterns allows learners to comprehend and create forms of language that 
they have never encountered before. Nation (2013) elaborates, “These patterns are much more 
important than the exceptions and deserve more attention from the teacher and learner” (p. 587). 
The most important pattern is the word formation system, which includes affixation and 
compounding (Gairns & Redman, 1986). Affixation is the process of adding a prefix or suffix to 
the base item. Learning the English system of inflections and derivations can benefit learners in 
two ways. First, learners can recognize many new affixed words whose stem is known to them. 
Second, knowledge of affixes can be used by learners to check how successful their contextual 
guessing is (Nation, 2013). Bauer and Nation’s (1993) study suggested there are more useful and 
more frequent affixes that learners should be introduced to throughout their learning process. 
These include _able, _er, _ish, _less, _ly, _ness, _th, _y, non_, and un_. 
Principle 5: Vocabulary learning needs to operate across the four strands of (a) 
meaning-focused input, (b) language-focused learning, (c) meaning-focused output, and (d) 
fluency development. Nation (2007) confirmed that the evidence for these four strands comes 
from research on the input hypothesis and learning from extensive reading, the output 




first strand, Nation maintained, involves doing certain activities including “extensive reading, 
shared reading, listening to stories, watching TV or films, and being a listener in a conversation” 
(p. 2). To investigate incidental vocabulary learning through watching movies, Webb (2010) 
analyzed the scripts of 143 movies consisting of 1,267,236 running words. The study produced 
the following useful findings:  
The results showed that in a single movie, few words were encountered 10 or more times 
indicating that only a small number of words may be learned through watching one 
movie. However, as the number of movies analyzed increased, the number of words 
encountered 10 or more times increased. Twenty-three percent of the word families from 
Nation’s (2004) 4th 1,000-word list were encountered 10 or more times in a set of 70 
movies. (p. 497) 
 
Nation (2007) proposed five conditions for this strand to be beneficial: 
1. Most of what the learners are listening to or reading is already familiar to them. 
2. The learners are interested in the input and want to understand it. 
3. Only a small number of the words are unknown (95–98% of the running words 
should be familiar, and only one or two words per hundred should be unknown). 
4. Unknown words should be understood through contextual clues and background 
knowledge. 
5. There are large quantities of input.  
The second strand involves direct learning and study of vocabulary. Learners need to be 
able to effectively choose and learn vocabulary using word cards and other decontextualized 
methods of learning. Here “decontextualized” means that the vocabulary learning is not 
occurring in normal use, but is deliberately focused on words as part of the language system 
rather than as a part of a message. The focus is directed toward spelling, pronunciation, 
grammar, meaning, use, and so forth as well as the linguistic rules that lie behind those parts of 




direct decontextualized learning of vocabulary (e.g., Elgort, 2011; Laufer & Shmueli, 1997; 
Webb, 2007, 2009, as cited in Nation, 2013), even though it has been criticized by several 
teachers and writers of language learning who expressed some negative thoughts toward it 
(Nation, 2013). Nation maintains that decontextualized learning of vocabulary is insufficient as 
the sole method of vocabulary learning, but it is extremely effective when used along with 
message-focused incidental learning.  
A very important source for direct L2 vocabulary learning is word lists and word cards 
(Nation, 2013). Word lists and word cards are not, however, recommended means for L2 
vocabulary learning in the current communicative era, which places value on the presentation of 
words in context (Nation, 1982). They are usually criticized for being a decontextualizing 
technique, making it difficult for learners to remember words or use them (Nation & Waring, 
1997; Oxford & Crookall, 1990). However, research on vocabulary learning provides useful 
indications of how learning from vocabulary cards can be done most effectively (Nation, 1982, 
1990). Nation (2013) justified his support for using word cards in the following points: 
1. The word card strategy can be applied to both high- and low-frequency words. 
2. Direct deliberate learning is faster and stronger than incidental learning. 
3. Direct learning can help incidental learning by raising consciousness of particular 
words and by providing knowledge that can be enriched and strengthened through 
incidental meaning-focused learning. (p. 471) 
The third strand involves learning vocabulary through speaking and writing. Learners 
should seek opportunities to use vocabulary in speaking and writing where their primary goal is 
to communicate particular messages. Nation (2013) asserted, “Having to produce vocabulary to 




of gaps in their knowledge” (p. 590). Autonomous learners need to have the courage and 
enthusiasm to seek out opportunities where they should speak and write. These opportunities 
include interacting with native speakers of the L2, working with a friend or working in groups 
inside and outside the class, and discussing vocabulary learning with teachers.  
Interacting with native speakers is an example of the meaning-focused input/output 
strands allowing maximized exposure to the L2 in order to consolidate the knowledge of already 
known words and broaden this knowledge by learning more uses and features (e.g., register, 
word family members; Hatch & Brown, 1995, as cited in Al-Fuhaid, 2004). In addition, 
interacting with native speakers of the L2 will allow learners to encounter the most frequently 
used words by native speakers, new situations in which certain words can be used, the levels of 
formality of some words, and different ways to express ideas for which learners have limited 
vocabulary (Elshout-Mohr & Daalen-Kapteijns, 1987, as cited in Al-Fuhaid, 2004). Nation 
(2007) asserted that the same kinds of conditions apply to meaning-focused output as apply to 
meaning-focused input: 
1. Learners should write and talk about familiar topics.  
2. They should focus on conveying a message. 
3. Only a small number of the words are not familiar to them.  
4. They make use of dictionaries or previous input to make up for gaps in their 
productive knowledge. 
5. There are ample opportunities to speak and write. 
The fourth and final strand is fluency development. Learners need to have the opportunity 
to use known vocabulary both receptively and productively under conditions that help them 




need to know vocabulary—they need to be able to use it fluently. Decontextualized learning can 
rapidly increase vocabulary size, but message-focused language use with very easy language and 
easy communicative demands is needed to achieve fluency.  
Learners should develop their fluency across the four language skills. In reading, they can 
work through a speed-reading course that has a limited range of vocabulary, read graded readers 
below their current level of reading, and reread the same text several times. They should be 
aware that their goal of doing this is to increase speed. They should notice how the language unit 
that they are working on changes as fluency develops. For example, they might first be fluent at 
decoding individual letters, then they quickly recognize words, and then they are able to 
anticipate phrases. In writing, learners might begin writing on very easy topics and issues, 
closely related topics, or the same topic several times. Another possibility is to write on topics 
that they have already read about or discussed, and on topics that are pertinent to their own 
knowledge and experience. Regarding listening and speaking fluency development, learners 
should arrange repeated opportunities to do the same kind of speaking. They might have 
someone who can give them repeated practice with important words, phrases, and sentences 
(e.g., greetings, polite phrases, description of yourself, your job, your recent experiences, your 
country, etc.; Nation, 2013). 
Principle 6: Learners should be aware of and excited by their progress in 
vocabulary learning. Nation (2013) indicated that L2 learners might not always be able to 
notice their progress in language learning because learning an L2 “is a long-term task and is 
often marked by frustration and disappointment when successful communication does not occur” 
(p. 593). In terms of vocabulary, Nation suggested ways to monitor progress in vocabulary 




words that have been learned. This can be done through keeping a record of the packs of 
vocabulary cards that have been used for deliberate vocabulary learning. It can be performed 
through a dictionary or a frequency-graded list by looking at how many words are known per 
page.  
Another way of charting progress is to have a record of how quickly learning can occur. 
For example, learners can record how much time and how many repetitions are needed to learn a 
pack of 50 vocabulary cards. Nation (2013) maintained, “The results will be surprising” (p. 593). 
Another useful method is to make a list of situations and topics where the L2 is used, and to 
check these off as a certain degree of success is achieved (e.g., giving information about oneself 
and family, meeting people, going shopping, etc.). 
To be autonomous in vocabulary learning, ESL/EFL learners inevitably need to 
effectively use several strategies of vocabulary learning. Autonomous vocabulary learning can 
effectively help L2 learners make use of various VLSs and discover which work best for them. If 
learners employ and combine various individual VLSs, they will be more successful in 
developing the lexicon of the English language (Cain et al., 2004; Dörnyei, 2005; Parks & 
Raymond, 2004).  
Although the above-mentioned principles of vocabulary learning autonomy can be 
counted as VLSs, they represent only metacognitive strategies. Metacognitive strategies are 
sometimes called indirect strategies used for general management of learning (Oxford, 1990). 
There are other direct strategies such as determination strategies, cognitive strategies, and 
memory strategies. In vocabulary learning, some of these strategies are for the discovery of a 
new word’s meaning and some are for consolidating a word once it has been encountered; this 




Vocabulary Learning Strategies 
Strategy use in L2 acquisition gleans its importance basically from the interest in 
learners’ active roles in the L2 learning process because there is a growing awareness that 
aptitude is not the sole factor in the language learning process; rather success in L2 language 
learning is influenced quite heavily by the individual learner’s actions. Language learners use 
more strategies in vocabulary learning than in any other linguistic competences (Nation, 2013; 
Schmitt, 1997). Different strategies can be used for different objectives: to find out the meaning 
of new words, to retain them in long-term memory, to retrieve them at will, and to use them in 
oral or written mode (Catalan, 2003). Previous studies have found that L2 learners use a wide 
range of strategies to find or reinforce word meaning (e.g., Brown & Perry, 1991; Fan, 2003; Gu 
& Johnson, 1996; Lawson & Hogben, 1996; Schmitt, 1997). 
 L2 learners need to have a large recognition vocabulary to cope with the demands of 
studying at an English-medium university and reading authentic English texts (Coxhead, 1998; 
Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Nation, 2006; Schmitt, 2007, 2010b; Schmitt et al., 2001). 
Poor learners generally lacked this awareness and control (Ahmed, 1989; Sanaoui, 1995). 
However, the use of effective VLSs can help resolve many of the difficulties ESL/EFL learners 
encounter when attaining English vocabulary, which can in turn enhance vocabulary learning 
autonomy (Cheung, 2004; Hunt & Beglar, 2005; Schmitt, 2000; Wu, 2005). Nation (2013) 
confirmed, “[Strategies] also allow learners to take control of learning away from the teacher” (p. 
332).  
Nation (2013) argued that the VLSs are particularly useful for dealing with the mid- and 
low-frequency words of a language: “There are so many mid- and low-frequency words that 




strategies provide the essential means for doing so” (p. 333). Research on the VLSs shows that 
being aware of the available VLSs, being able to use them well and often, and being able to 
choose among them are crucial for gaining the appropriate vocabulary size for reading authentic 
English materials (Nation, 2013). This is confirmed by Schmitt (2010b): “The skilled and 
appropriate use of strategies/tactics directly leads to increased vocabulary knowledge, which is 
indicated by both size and depth components” (p. 96). 
Several vocabulary scholars have attempted to develop a taxonomy of VLSs. For 
example, Schmitt (1997) developed an extensive taxonomy based on Oxford’s (1990) social, 
memory, cognitive, and metacognitive categories. His taxonomy of L2 VLSs is divided into two 
main groups: (a) meaning-discovery strategies and (b) consolidating strategies. Obviously, 
discovery strategies are used to determine a word’s meaning. This category includes 
determination strategies (e.g., using a dictionary) and social strategies (e.g., asking others for 
meaning). To strengthen the meaning and form of learned words, L2 learners should use the 
consolidation strategies, including social strategies, memory strategies, cognitive strategies, and 
metacognitive strategies.  
In a useful way, Al-Fuhaid (2004) modified Schmitt’s (1997) taxonomy by deleting, 
adding, and reclassifying some strategies in the original division into (a) metacognitive, (b) 
discovery, and (c) consolidation. Metacognitive strategies, thus, are considered an independent 
type of strategy from the consolidation strategies “because metacognitive strategies can, in the 
wider sense of metacognition, serve purposes beyond that of consolidation” (Al-Fuhaid, 2004, p. 
73). For example, they can be used to learn more vocabulary, assist meaning discovery, plan and 




vocabulary learning. Metacognitive strategies “are used by students to control and evaluate their 
own learning, by having an overview of the learning process in general” (Schmitt, 1997, p. 216).  
Ten metacognitive strategies are presented in Al-Fuhaid’s taxonomy: (1) building up a 
sufficient English vocabulary storehouse, (2) studying the English word-formation system, (3) 
maximizing exposure to L2 media, (4) learning vocabulary through reading, (5) ignoring some 
new words, (6) planning vocabulary revision, (7) evaluating L2 vocabulary knowledge, (8) 
continuing to study over time, (9) learning about VLSs and about the nature of L2 vocabulary 
learning, and (10) using social strategies to improve L2 vocabulary knowledge. A closer 
examination of these metacognitive vocabulary strategies, however, reveals that they were 
included in the above-mentioned principles of vocabulary learning autonomy because “they are 
generally broad strategies, concerned with more efficient learning” (Schmitt, 1997, p. 216; as 
mentioned earlier). Therefore, no further explanation is needed. 
Discovery strategies. If a new word is not known, learners have to discover its meaning 
by applying several strategies including using monolingual and bilingual dictionaries, guessing 
from context, analyzing affixes and roots, or asking someone else. Thus, discovery strategies are 
particular actions taken by a learner in order to find out the meaning of a new word (Schmitt, 
1997). 
 Using dictionaries. Dictionaries are useful for a wide range of purposes. They can be 
used for comprehension (decoding), production (encoding), and learning. Thus, L2 learners can 
look up new words encountered in listening or reading materials. They might look up new words 
needed to speak, write, or translate. They might use dictionaries for checking the meanings of 
partly known words and checking their guesses from the context. In addition, they might use 




 Although they are subject to certain shortcomings, bilingual dictionaries are much more 
favored by L2 learners than monolingual dictionaries because they save time and make learning 
easier as they are written in the L1 (Baxter, 1980; Nation, 2013; Schmitt, 1997, 2000; Scholfield, 
1982). Bilingual dictionaries are often criticized, however, for the following reasons: they 
encourage L2 learners to use translation when they should be using the L2 as much as possible, 
they make learners believe that the meanings of words in the L2 are equivalent to the meanings 
of the words in the L1 (a one-to-one relationship), and they provide little information on how 
words are used (Nation, 2013). 
 On the other hand, looking up words in monolingual dictionaries often takes a longer 
time because the definitions may include other new words that require further checking and 
because reading in the L2 is usually slower than reading in the L1 especially for beginning and 
intermediate L2 learners (Al-Fuhaid, 2004). Thus, the need for a higher level of proficiency in 
the L2 to effectively use monolingual dictionaries makes them less favored. Recent monolingual 
dictionaries, however, have been much improved by careful consideration of entry definitions, 
example sentences, and frequency information (Scholfield, 1997, as cited in Al-Fuhaid, 2004).  
 Guessing. Another useful discovery strategy is trying to guess the meaning of unknown 
words when reading or listening by eliminating possible meanings through carefully checking 
them against the linguistic and nonlinguistic cues (Chern, 1993). Learners should become fluent 
and skillful at guessing from context so that the guessing does not significantly impede the 
normal flow of reading. Guessing from context is “the most important way that language users 
can increase their vocabulary” (Nation, 2013, p. 381). It is also important because it is sometimes 




dictionary or asking someone is impossible (Al-Fuhaid, 2004). Clarke and Nation (1980) 
proposed a five-step procedure when guessing unknown words as follows: 
1. Decide on the part of speech. 
2. Look at the immediate context of the word, simplifying it grammatically. 
3. Look at the wider context of the word (the relationship of the adjoining sentences and 
clauses). 
4. Guess. 
5. Check the guess: 
 Is the guess the same part of speech? 
 Substitute the guess for the unknown word. 
 Does it fit comfortably into the context? 
 Break the unknown word into parts. 
 Does the meaning of the parts support the guess? 
 Look up the word in the dictionary. 
 Analyzing affixes and roots. This strategy, analyzing affixes and roots, is very helpful for 
L2 learners to overcome the difficulty of many unknown affixed words when the meanings of 
the stem and affixes attached to it are known to the learner (Nation, 2013; Schmitt, 1997). This 
strategy partly reflects the more metacognitive strategy of studying the English word formation 
system, affixation. For example, a learner who knows the meaning of the word knowledge and 
the function of the suffix able is more likely to recognize the word knowledgeable when 
encountering it for the first time. However, this strategy is sometimes misleading. Thus, Clarke 




 Social strategies. Social discovery strategies involve interacting with others who know 
the meanings of new words (Schmitt, 1997). This can be accomplished by, for example, asking a 
teacher, a classmate, or a friend about an L1 translation, a definition by paraphrase, an L1 or L2 
explanation, an L2 synonym or antonym, a sentence including the new word, and so forth. Al-
Fuhaid (2004) stated that the use of this strategy depends on the availability of outside sources of 
help and the possibility of employing these sources. For example, learning the L2 in its 
environment will, of course, allow much more opportunity for interacting with native speakers 
than learning it in a country where the L2 native speakers are either scarce or not available. 
Similarly, teachers might be unenthusiastic about helping their students or be unable to provide 
them with proper training or instruction due to their own lack of knowledge or the nature of their 
work requirements. 
 Consolidation strategies. As L2 learners need to learn the meaning of a new word 
through one or more of the discovery strategies discussed above, they also need to consolidate 
the word meaning learned in the first step. Finding the meaning of new words whether by 
consulting a dictionary, guessing, or asking someone else does not necessarily mean that learning 
of new words has occurred and that the words are kept in long-term memory. Therefore, the 
knowledge gained by using discovery strategies should be strengthened by using the more 
metacognitive strategies, particularly those of Principle 5, and should be kept in long-term 
memory by using the consolidation strategies, including memory and cognitive strategies. 
 Memory strategies. Memory strategies “involve relating the word to be retained with 
some previously learned knowledge, using some form of imagery, or grouping” (Schmitt, 1997, 
p. 211). Oxford (1990) asserted that the role of memory strategies is to assist learners in 




L2, namely vocabulary. Her memory strategies include creating mental linkages by grouping, 
associating/elaborating, and placing new words into a context (e.g., a sentence) and applying 
images.  
 Grouping is an important way to help with remembering, and language speakers seem to 
order words into groups spontaneously without prompting. Typically, words that share the same 
meaning category are remembered together, for example, all animals first, before moving on to 
another category such as names (Bousfield, 1953, as cited in Schmitt, 1997). If the words are 
ordered in some way before memorization, remembering is improved (Cofer, Bruce, & Reicher, 
1966; Craik & Tulving, 1975, as cited in Schmitt, 1997). Grouping seems to require higher 
proficiency levels because it is more popular with more proficient learners than beginners 
(Chamot, 1984, as cited in Thompson, 1987). 
 An effective memory strategy is paying attention to the available pictures, particularly the 
illustrative pictures provided in some dictionaries (Scholfield, 1997). Connecting new 
vocabulary to some pictures has been shown to be more effective than connecting them to L1 
equivalents or L2 synonyms or antonyms (Schmitt, 1997). Similarly, learners can make up 
mental images of a word’s meaning as imagery has been found to be more effective than mere 
repetition (Saltz & Donnenwerth-Nolan, 1981; Steingart & Glock, 1979; both cited in Schmitt, 
1997). Clark and Paivio’s (1991) dual coding theory of human knowledge asserts the 
effectiveness of combining both the verbal and nonverbal imagined pictorial representations of 
words in our minds. Pairing a new word with an image will make its retention easier compared to 
merely memorizing its meaning. Imagined representations can be made through pictures and 




 Cognitive strategies. The second category of consolidation strategies is cognitive 
strategies. “[They] are similar to memory strategies, but are not focused so specifically on 
manipulative mental processing” (Schmitt, 1997, p. 215). Cognitive strategies include verbal 
repetition; written repetition (repeatedly writing or saying a word over and over again); repeated 
listening; and using revision materials such as word lists, word cards, class notes, vocabulary 
sections in textbooks, and the learner’s vocabulary notebook. Repetition strategies make word 
recall easier because they require focusing on the written or spoken forms of new words and as a 
result help learners connect meaning to form. According to Read (2000), loud word repetition 
facilitates word recall. Written repetitions of words allow more focus on spelling and 
consequently help recognize them in reading. 
Summary of Literature Review 
 A number of conclusions can be drawn from the previous review of relevant literature. 
First, reading authentic English academic texts requires a minimum text coverage of 95% of the 
running words; a vocabulary knowledge of 5,000 word families and 500 words of the AWL is 
the appropriate vocabulary size to reach that level of coverage and thus achieve adequate 
comprehension. Second, achieving this large vocabulary size requires learners’ personal 
endeavors by developing a sense of vocabulary learning autonomy through a wide range of 
metacognitive strategies and applying other VLSs for vocabulary meaning discovery and 
consolidation of the learned words. Third, L2 learners often lag behind and lack the vocabulary 
size necessary to operate in English. Finally, students in English preparatory programs, such as 
Saudi EFL PYP students, should meet these academic requirements before they embark on their 
academic undergraduate study in order to succeed in studying in English-only medium-of-




The fact that the previously mentioned studies on the vocabulary size of Saudi EFL 
learners have reported wildly varying estimates and that PYP students have not yet been 
satisfactorily studied suggests more investigation into their general vocabulary size and mastery 
of the AWL is needed, particularly because this concerns thousands of Saudi EFL learners—
bearing in mind that PYPs have recently been implemented in all Saudi public and private 
universities and colleges (McMullen, 2014). In addition, the majority of the studies that have 
examined vocabulary are about vocabulary size and direct learning strategies, rather than the 
more important metacognitive strategies and autonomous vocabulary learning. This study aims 





Chapter 3: Methodology 
This chapter introduces and discusses the methodology and research design used in this 
study. It begins by providing the research questions and giving an overview of the 
methodological approach used in this study, with particular emphasis on the strengths of the 
design. Then, it describes the sampling and the characteristics of the study participants. After 
that, it continues to describe in detail all data collection instruments by including a description of 
each instrument; justifications for use; scoring, validity, and reliability statistics; and the 
appropriateness of the instrument. Finally, it focuses on the data collection procedures and 
concludes by outlining the data analysis including the descriptive and inferential statistics 
required for the quantitative data and the categorical aggregation analytic strategy applied to the 
qualitative data. 
Research Questions 
The study seeks answers to two sets of questions. The first set concerns the general and 
academic vocabulary size and was addressed quantitatively (via vocabulary size tests): 
1. Do Saudi EFL preparatory year students have the general vocabulary size necessary 
for comprehension of English academic texts? 
2. Do Saudi EFL preparatory year students have the academic vocabulary size necessary 
for comprehension of English academic texts? 
The second set of questions focuses on vocabulary learning autonomy and strategies and 
was approached qualitatively (via interviews): 




4. To what extent are Saudi EFL preparatory year students’ strategic vocabulary 
learners? 
5. Are the vocabulary learning strategies used by the most proficient students different 
from those used by the less proficient students? 
Design of the Study 
A mixed-methods approach was used to arrive at answers to the research questions 
regarding the Saudi EFL preparatory year students’ vocabulary size, development of vocabulary 
learning autonomy, and use of the VLSs. The mixed-methods research design is the procedure of 
collecting, analyzing, and mixing both quantitative and qualitative methods in a single study to 
understand the research problem (Creswell & Plano, 2007). As is the case in this study, Creswell 
(2012) asserted that a mixed-methods study could be conducted “when one type of research 
(qualitative or quantitative) is not enough to address the research problem or answer the research 
questions” (p. 535). Creswell (2014) identified several reasons for using a mixed-methods design 
in dissertation and thesis projects. At the general level, a mixed-methods design benefits from the 
strengths of the qualitative and quantitative approaches and minimizes their limitations. 
However, the most important value is at the procedural level at which this research design 
produces a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem and questions. As in this 
study, this design allows the researcher to explain quantitative results with qualitative follow-up 
data collection and analysis. 
The research design for this study, therefore, includes two vocabulary size tests 
(quantitative) and semistructured interviews (qualitative). The intention is to use qualitative data 
collected from interviews to investigate the possible reasons for and gain an explanation of the 
students’ vocabulary sizes from the quantitative data collected from the tests. Large or small 
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vocabulary sizes can be explained by understanding the extent of the L2 learner’s development 
of vocabulary learning autonomy and the quantity and quality of the VLSs used as these two 
factors have been shown in the literature to play significant roles in developing a large L2 
vocabulary size. 
Participants 
One hundred Saudi EFL students enrolled in Level 2 (there are only two levels) of the 
PYP at Qassim University were randomly selected for the study. Only students from Level 2 
were considered for the study because they are only a few weeks away from exiting the PYP and 
studying in the different undergraduate colleges. From the 100 students who took the two 
vocabulary tests, 10 of them were purposely selected for the interviews. These students are all 
male Arabic L1 speakers whose ages range from 18 to 22 years (Mdn = 19). These students’ 
general EFL proficiency level varies from intermediate to advanced, and they have been learning 
English for a minimum of 7 years. They are about to finish the PYP and embark on their study in 
the university colleges including Medicine, Dentistry, Applied Medical Sciences, Pharmacy, 
Nursing, Engineering, Architecture and Design, and Computer Science.  
Instruments 
A number of well-known vocabulary tests are used to assess English learners’ vocabulary 
size. However, the VST was chosen as the primary test to assess participants’ general 
vocabulary, and the VLT was used for the assessment of participants’ knowledge of words from 
the AWL. The justification for using these two particular tests is presented in the following 
descriptive sections of the tests. 
Vocabulary Size Test. The VST (Beglar, 2010; Nation & Beglar, 2007) was used to 
measure the students’ general vocabulary receptive knowledge of the 5,000 most frequent word 
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families (see Appendix B). The test is designed to measure learners’ written receptive vocabulary 
size in English. It measures knowledge of written word forms, the form–meaning connection. 
The VST is broken into 1,000-word frequency bands, and ranges from the first 1,000 band to the 
fourteenth 1,000. Each 1,000-word frequency band contains 10 items, so each item represents 
100 words within that frequency band. The words on the test were randomly selected from the 
Collins English Dictionary and sequenced into the 14 frequency bands based on range and 
frequency figures from the spoken section on the BNC (Schmitt, 2010b). The test uses a stem 
plus a four-choice multiple-choice format. A computerized version of the test via Qualtrics was 
used to provide quick results. Only the first 50 items that measure up to fifth 1,000 band (i.e., 
first 5,000 word families) were used for this study. A sample of the VST is as follows: 
1. MINIATURE: It is a miniature. 
a. a very small thing of its kind 
b. an instrument for looking at very small objects 
c. a very small living creature 
d. a small line to join letters in handwriting 
The reason for choosing the VST is because it is the only available test whose word items 
are sampled from Nation’s (2006) BNC word family lists, the most comprehensive and up-to-
date vocabulary lists (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). In addition, the VST has the 
features of a good vocabulary test (Beglar, 2010). For instance, it can be used with learners of 
various proficiency levels. In addition, it distinguishes between learners of different proficiency 
levels, has a range of item difficulties related to the frequency level of the tested words, and 
clearly distinguishes several different levels of vocabulary knowledge so that learners’ 
vocabulary growth can be measured over time. Moreover, the test items are clear and 
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unambiguous as the words in the definitions are often of higher frequency than the item being 
defined. Finally, it is easy to both score and interpret the scores.  
Scoring. Six scores for each student were calculated: five scores on the first five 
individual word family levels and the score on the first 5,000 word families. Each correct answer 
on the test is worth 1 point; however, because each item represents 100 words within that 
frequency band, the students’ scores were multiplied by 100 (e.g., score: 30 × 100 = 3,000 
words). Qualtrics, however, has a scoring feature for multiple-choice questions so, from the 
beginning, each item was given an assigned score (100 points) at the time of entering the test into 
Qualtrics. Qualtrics then counted each student’s correct answers, calculated the scores, and 
displayed the total score that represents the student’s general vocabulary size. 
Validity and reliability. Beglar (2010) carried out a Rasch validation study on the VST 
on 178 Japanese EFL learners and 19 native speakers. He found that the examinees’ scores 
generally decreased toward the lower-frequency bands (i.e., highest scores on first 1,000 band 
and lower scores on the fourteenth 1,000 band). The Rasch model was able to account for 86% 
of the total variation in the test scores. The reliability figures were very high (.96–.98). 
According to Nation (2013), the VST is well proven, reliable, and very practical. 
Vocabulary Levels Test. For the assessment of the students’ academic vocabulary (i.e., 
the AWL) size, the VLT (Nation, 1990; Schmitt et al., 2001) was used (see Appendix C). The 
original version of the VLT provides an estimate of vocabulary size at each of the four frequency 
levels (2,000, 3,000, 5,000, and 10,000 word levels and the AWL; Schmitt et al., 2001). 
However, only the academic section that attempts to estimate how many of the 570 words in the 
AWL are known was used for the purpose of this study. The test uses a word–definition–
matching format and requires test-takers to match the words to the definitions. There are 30 
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items on the test divided into 10 clusters, each of which includes 3 items that are given 6 possible 
answers and each item represents 19 words of the AWL 570 words. Students were asked to put 
the number of the appropriate word to the left of its definition. A computerized version of the test 
was also used via Qualtrics. A sample from the VLT is as follows: 
1 benefit  
2 labor  _____ work 
3 percent  _____ part of 100 
4 principle _____ general idea used to guide one’s actions 
5 source  
6 survey 
The VLT was chosen to provide estimates of the students’ academic vocabulary (i.e., the 
AWL) size because it is the only available test that assesses the receptive knowledge of the 
AWL; Schmitt et al. (2001) replaced the academic sections from the older versions, which were 
based on the outdated University Word List (Xue & Nation, 1984), with new academic sections 
based on the AWL. In addition, the VLT was carefully designed. For instance, definitions are 
kept short, so that there is a minimum of reading, allowing more items to be assessed within a 
given period of time. In addition, the clusters are designed to reduce the chances of guessing: 
The options are in alphabetical order and the definitions are in order of length. Besides, the 
words used in the definitions are carefully chosen from more frequent words than the option 
words to ensure that the ability to recognize the correct words is not affected by lack of 
knowledge of the defining words. Finally, as partial lexical knowledge is counted, the option 
words have very different meanings so the students are able to choose the correct match even if 
they only have minimal understanding of the target word’s meaning (Schmitt et al., 2001).  
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Scoring. Each correct answer is worth 1 point; however, because each item represents 19 
words of the 570 AWL words, the students’ scores were multiplied by 19. For instance, a score 
of 22 was multiplied by 19 resulting in 418, which represents the student’s estimated known 
words of the AWL. Qualtrics does not support scoring of matching questions, so scoring of the 
VLT was accomplished manually. 
Validity and reliability. According to Al-Homoud and Schmitt (2009), the VLT has been 
used in numerous studies to obtain a measure of the vocabulary size of L2 learners, and is now 
close to a standard test. Read and Chapelle (2001) confirmed, “The use of the [VLT] has been 
extended to acting as a measure of vocabulary size for the subjects in various research studies on 
the learning of L2 words” (p. 13). Schmitt et al. (2001) validated the VLT. The test also 
demonstrated high interrater reliability figures of .95–.97. 
Once the results of the two tests have been obtained and students’ vocabulary sizes have 
been ranked from the top to the bottom, interviews with five students who achieved higher scores 
on the tests and five other students who achieved lower scores will be conducted. The purpose of 
the interviews is to explore the extent to which these students are autonomous and strategic 
vocabulary learners in order to get an explanation of the tests’ outcomes by examining the 
possible reasons for students’ high or low vocabulary sizes.  
Semistructured interviews. Stake (1995) and Yin (1994) identified about six sources of 
information in case studies, and interviews are one of the most important sources. Of the three 
types of interviews, semistructured interviews, according to Dörnyei (2007), are the most 
common type across the majority of research studies in applied linguistics and thus were used in 
this study. This type of interview allows the researcher to prepare a set of guiding questions and 
prompts, but the interviewee is encouraged to elaborate on the issues raised.  
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The main purpose of having interviews in this study is to explain the quantitative data by 
examining the possible reasons for the Saudi EFL preparatory year students’ vocabulary size. 
According to Nation (2013), information regarding which learners use VLSs and how well they 
use them is usually gathered through written questionnaires or oral interviews. Written 
questionnaires are easy to administer to large groups of people, but the data gathered are 
retrospective and may not be a true reflection of what actually happens when a learner tackles a 
word. Nation added, “Clearly, questionnaire data on strategy use has to be viewed with some 
skepticism and at least confirmed by some other methods of investigation” (p. 337). Thus, oral 
interviews rather than written interviews or questionnaires were used in this study. 
The semistructured interview questions were driven by the theoretical and empirical 
research literature on the autonomous vocabulary-learning principles and VLSs—more 
specifically, Nation’s (2013) principles and Al-Fuhaid’s (2004) strategies that were discussed in 
Chapter 2. McCracken (1988) asserts that the first step of a qualitative interview begins with a 
thorough literature review. A good literature review enables the researcher to define the 
problems, assess data, and construct the interview questions.  
The interview questions were constructed using category questions as they “allow the 
investigator to account for all of the formal characteristics of the topic under discussion” 
(McCracken, 1988, p. 36). In addition, the questions were constructed in accordance with Stake’s 
(1995) viewpoint of developing interview questions. Stake states: “I choose to use issues as 
conceptual structure—and issue questions as primary research questions—in order to force 
attention to complexity and contextuality. I also use them because identification of issues draws 
attention to problems and concerns” (p. 16). The interviews were centered around eight 
categories—six categories were based on the six principles of vocabulary learning autonomy, 
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and the other two categories were based on the two main groups of VLSs that were discussed in 
Chapter 2. 
Interview questions, therefore, revolved around vocabulary learning autonomy and taking 
responsibility for vocabulary learning. Students were asked about the amount of time they spent 
on learning outside the classroom and about their initiative and independence regarding 
vocabulary learning. They were asked whether they took control of the learning rather than 
relying on what the language course provided and whether they used their own initiative in 
regularly creating opportunities for vocabulary learning by, for example, listening to the radio 
and recordings, watching movies, speaking with friends, reading, doing self-study, and so forth. 
In addition, the interview contained questions about whether students were aware of the 
direct VLSs, how well and how often they used them, and whether they were able to choose 
among them. Some questions regarded their use of meaning discovery strategies such as using 
dictionaries, guessing, analyzing word parts, and so forth. There were also more questions with 
regard to word meaning consolidation strategies, namely memory strategies and cognitive 
strategies.  
Data Collection Procedures 
Data were collected in the middle of the 2016 spring term during which all the 
participants had successfully passed Level 1 and were currently enrolled in Level 2. First, 
demographic questionnaires were given to participants (N = 100) to obtain general background 
information in relation to their English learning experiences, exposure to spoken and written 
English texts, scores on English proficiency tests, and so forth (see Appendix A). Then, the 
vocabulary tests (the VST and the VLT) were administered to all of the participants (N = 100) in 
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the computer lab of the PYP building at Qassim University. The questionnaires and tests took the 
students 25–40 min to complete.  
After data from the tests were analyzed, students were separated into three categories 
based on their vocabulary sizes: most proficient, moderately proficient, and less proficient. After 
that, a sample of five most proficient and five less proficient students in English vocabulary were 
purposely selected for the interviews upon their agreement. Only 10 students were interviewed 
because only 10% of the total number of participants (N = 100) was needed to respond to the 
questions of the semistructured interviews. The interviews were conducted via Skype, and each 
student’s interview lasted for about 30 min. 
Data Analysis 
In this study, data analysis was conducted in two separate steps because there were two 
different types of data (quantitative and qualitative), each of which required a distinct type of 
analysis. The first step was analyzing the quantitative data obtained from the two vocabulary size 
tests because they were administered first. The second step was analyzing qualitative data 
gathered from the interviews. The following sections give detailed descriptions of how data 
analysis was conducted. 
Data analysis of vocabulary tests. Descriptive statistics along with inferential statistics 
were used to investigate the findings of the tests used, namely the VST and the VLT. Descriptive 
statistics show the raw data results that represent individual students’ scores on the study tests. 
Then, all students’ scores on both tests were computed for the central tendency using the 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Central tendency refers to the students’ 
average scores and is the most important part in descriptive statistics. The most common way of 
describing the central tendency is the mean (M). Thus, means and standard deviations (SD) were 
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calculated to obtain the vocabulary size of the participants. Nonetheless, descriptive statistics 
were not sufficient to address the study questions and assumptions; therefore, inferential 
statistics were also used.  
Inferential statistics, as Woodrow (2014) stated, are often used in language studies to 
generalize the results beyond the sampled participants. Generalization is conceptually similar to 
probability in statistical significance and can be dealt with by reporting confidence intervals. 
Confidence intervals are usually set at 95%, which means there is a 95% chance that the 
population mean falls within the range of reported scores. Confidence intervals were then 
calculated in order to address the study questions and assumptions as well as to generalize the 
observed mean scores of the tests to the rest of the Qassim University PYP students.  
Interview data coding and analysis. Using Nation’s (2013) principles of vocabulary 
learning autonomy and Al-Fuhaid’s (2004) VLSs as categories, the data were analyzed 
deductively. In a deductive analysis approach, pre-existing categories from the literature are 
used. However, the study is open to further categories that might emerge during the analysis 
(Creswell, 2012). 
Stake (1995) defined analysis of case study data as “a matter of giving meaning to first 
impressions as well as to final compilations” (p. 71). He identified two main strategic ways to 
analyze such data: categorical aggregation and direct interpretation. Categorical aggregation is 
the process of piecing together bits of information gathered about an issue and organizing them 
into an orderly research interpretation. The researcher seeks a collection of instances from the 
data, hoping that issue-relevant meanings will emerge. In direct interpretation, on the other 
hand, the researcher looks at a single instance and draws meaning from it without looking for 
multiple instances. Thus, unlike direct interpretation, categorical aggregation allows the 
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researcher to reach conclusions that can be said about the interviewees as a class. Accordingly, 
the interview data in this study were assembled using a categorical aggregation analytic strategy 
because the third, fourth, and fifth research questions demand particular types of answers that 
can be generalized to the PYP students as one group. The results were reported using assertions 
and small generalizations. The interviews were conducted to find answers to questions about 






Chapter 4: Quantitative Results and Discussion 
This chapter presents the main findings that resulted from the analysis of the statistical 
VST and the VLT used in this study and discusses them in relation to the study’s first and second 
questions and assumptions. The analyses include the data gathered from the demographic 
questionnaire and measures of central tendency for the average general and academic vocabulary 
sizes of the study participants. Possible factors in vocabulary learning such as attending a private 
EFL institution, studying ESL abroad, free voluntary reading, and English language movie 
watching will be considered as additional information about PYP students’ English language 
learning experiences. A computer program, SPSS, was used for all the statistical analyses in this 
study. These include descriptive statistics (e.g., means, standard deviations, etc.) as well as 
inferential statistics, namely confidence intervals, Pearson correlation, and an independent 
samples t-test. The last section of this chapter before the conclusion is a discussion in which the 
study questions and assumptions as well as the four additional factors are addressed and 
discussed in light of the study’s major findings. 
Data from the Demographic Questionnaires  
Before the VST and the VLT were administered, the 100 participants completed 
questionnaires on demographic information and English language learning experience. Table 2 
provides the participants’ median age and their answers to the four questions regarding their 
experiences in English learning including watching English language movies, taking private EFL 
classes, studying ESL abroad, and reading voluntarily. As shown in Table 2, the participants 

















 Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No 
19 43 57 20 80 54 46 55 45 
 
Descriptive Statistics 
 Data from the VST. The descriptive statistics of the VST scores on the first five 
individual word family levels and the first 5,000 word families were calculated. Table 3 presents 
the descriptive statistics of the participants including means, medians, standard deviations, 
maximum scores, and minimum scores on the five levels and the first 5,000 words. Because 
scores on the first level were not normally distributed, skewness is also given. 
Table 3 
Descriptive Statistics of the PYP Students’ Scores on the First Five Individual Word Family 
Levels and Scores on the First 5,000 Word Families 
Word Family Levels M Mdn SD Max. Min. Skewness 
First 1,000 813.00 900.00 140.46 1,000 300 –1.173 
Second 1,000 648.00 600.00 184.49 1,000 100 –0.096 
Third 1,000 615.00 600.00 206.64 1,000 200 –0.037 
Fourth 1,000 581.00 600.00 150.21 900 200 0.003 
Fifth 1,000 406.00 400.00 199.90 1,000 100 0.597 
First 5,000 (total) 3,066.00 3,000.00 653.69 4,600 1700 0.157 
 
As presented in Table 3 and Figure 1, the participants’ average scores on each level 
significantly decreased moving down the frequency levels (p = .000). That is, through all five 
levels, scores on each frequency level are higher than those on the next lower frequency level. 
Thus, the highest scores were found in the first word family level (Mdn = 900) whereas the 






Table 3 is the bottom row, which gives the PYP students’ average general vocabulary size (M = 
3,066) out of the first 5,000 word families, a minimum general vocabulary size for reading 
authentic English texts.  
 
Figure 1. The differences between the mean/median scores on the first five-word family levels. 
The mean plot illustrates a significant decrease moving down the frequency levels. 
 
 Ranking of the observed vocabulary sizes. The participants’ different general 
vocabulary sizes were ranked from the smallest vocabulary size to the largest one in order to 
select a sample of five more proficient and five less proficient students in English vocabulary for 
the interviews. Table 4 presents the top 10 general vocabulary sizes, and Table 5 presents the 
bottom 10 vocabulary sizes obtained from the VST. The tables also provide frequencies and 







Top 10 General Vocabulary Sizes Observed in the VST Results 
Rank Top 10 Vocabulary Sizes Frequency Percent 
1  4,600 1 1.0 
2 4,300 2 2.0 
3 4,200 1 1.0 
4 4,100 3 3.0 
5 4,000 7 7.0 
6 3,800 6 6.0 
7 3,700 2 2.0 
8 3,600 4 4.0 
9 3,500 3 3.0 
10 3,400 5 5.0 
 
Table 5 
Bottom 10 General Vocabulary Sizes Observed in the VST Results 
Rank Bottom 10 Vocabulary Sizes  Frequency Percent 
1  1,700 1 1.0 
2 1,800 3 3.0 
3 2,100 1 1.0 
4 2,200 5 5.0 
5 2,300 3 3.0 
6 2,400 5 5.0 
7 2,500 4 4.0 
8 2,600 8 8.0 
9 2,700 6 6.0 
10 2,800 6 6.0 
  
Distribution of the general vocabulary sizes. It is important to pay attention to the 
distribution of the students’ scores and check the normality of the results because it affects the 
decision on the use of parametric or nonparametric statistics when analyzing the test scores. 
Most common inferential statistics (e.g., t-test) assume that the dependent variable is normally 






general vocabulary sizes, are approximately normally distributed. Most of the observed 
vocabulary sizes fall toward the middle of the curve, with fewer sizes at the extremes.  
 
Figure 2. A grouped frequency distribution for the general vocabulary sizes from the VST. 
To give a visual impression of the distribution, a stem-and-leaf plot was produced. Figure 
3 shows each student’s general vocabulary size. As the legend indicates, stem width equals 1,000 
and each leaf equals 1 case. This means that entries with 1 as the stem range from 1,000 to 1,900, 
and so forth. Each number in the leaf column represents the last digit of one student’s vocabulary 
size. The numbers in the frequency column indicate how many participants had vocabulary sizes 
in the range represented by that stem and range of leaves. Thus, one student had a stem of 1 and 
a leaf of 7, that is, a vocabulary size of 1,700 word families. The frequency of students with 
leaves between 26 and 27 is 14, and there were eight vocabulary sizes of 2,600 word families 








VST Stem-and-Leaf Plot 
 
 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 
 
     1.00        1 .  7 
     3.00        1 .  888 
     1.00        2 .  1 
     8.00        2 .  22222333 
     9.00        2 .  444445555 
    14.00        2 .  66666666777777 
    11.00        2 .  88888899999 
    11.00        3 .  00000011111 
     8.00        3 .  22222333 
     8.00        3 .  44444555 
     6.00        3 .  666677 
     6.00        3 .  888888 
    10.00        4 .  0000000111 
     3.00        4 .  233 
     1.00        4 .  6 
 
 Stem width:   1,000.00 
 Each leaf:        1 case(s) 
 
Figure 3. General vocabulary sizes’ stem-and-leaf plot from the VST. 
Data from the VLT. The means and standard deviations of the VLT scores on the AWL 
were also calculated. Table 6 shows the descriptive statistics of the participants including the 
mean, standard deviation, range, minimum score, and maximum score on the AWL. As Table 6 
shows, the PYP students’ mean academic vocabulary size is 297 out of the 500 AWL words, a 
minimum academic vocabulary size for reading authentic English texts. 
Table 6 
Descriptive Statistics of the PYP Students’ Scores on the VLT (AWL) 
 M SD Max. Min. Range 
AWL 297.27 125.38 570 76 494 
 
Order of the observed vocabulary sizes. The participants’ different academic 
vocabulary sizes were also ranked from the smallest vocabulary size to the largest. Table 7 






sizes obtained from the VLT. They also provide frequencies and percentages of each examined 
vocabulary size. 
Table 7 
Top 10 Vocabulary Sizes Observed in the VLT (AWL) Results 
Rank Top 10 Vocabulary Sizes Frequency Percent 
1  570 1 1.0 
2 551 1 1.0 
3 532 2 2.0 
4 513 2 2.0 
5 494 3 3.0 
6 475 1 1.0 
7 456 4 4.0 
8 437 2 2.0 
9 418 6 6.0 
10 399 5 5.0 
 
Table 8 
Bottom 10 Vocabulary Sizes in the VLT (AWL) Results 
Rank Bottom 10 Vocabulary Sizes  Frequency Percent 
1  76 3 3.0 
2 95 3 3.0 
3 114 5 5.0 
4 133 2 2.0 
5 144 1 1.0 
6 152 2 2.0 
7 171 2 2.0 
8 190 4 4.0 
9 209 6 6.0 
10 228 6 6.0 
 
Distribution of the general vocabulary sizes. Like the scores on the VST, the scores on 






(see Figure 4). Most of the observed vocabulary sizes fall toward the middle of the curve, with 
fewer sizes at the extremes.  
 
 
To give a visual impression of the distribution, a stem-and-leaf plot was produced. Figure 
5 shows each student’s academic vocabulary size. The legend indicates that stem width equals 
100 and each leaf equals 1 case. This means that entries with 0 as the stem range from 10 to 19, 
those with 1 as the stem range from 100 to 190, and so forth. Each number in the leaf column 
represents that last digit of one student’s vocabulary size. The numbers in the frequency column 
indicate how many participants had vocabulary sizes in the range represented by that stem and 
range of leaves. Thus, one student had a stem of 0 and a leaf of 7, that is, a vocabulary size of 70 
word families. The frequency of students with leaves between 11 and 14 is 8, and there were five 
vocabulary sizes of 110 word families, two of 130, and one of 140. 
  







VLT Stem-and-Leaf Plot 
 
 Frequency    Stem &  Leaf 
 
     6.00        0 .  777999 
     8.00        1 .  11111334 
     8.00        1 .  55779999 
    18.00        2 .  000000222222222244 
    12.00        2 .  666688888888 
    15.00        3 .  000002222444444 
    11.00        3 .  66688899999 
     8.00        4 .  11111133 
     8.00        4 .  55557999 
     4.00        5 .  1133 
     2.00        5 .  57 
 
 Stem width:    100.00 
 Each leaf:        1 case(s) 
Figure 5. Academic vocabulary sizes stem-and-leaf plot. 
Inferential Statistics (Confidence Intervals) 
Data from the VST. To generalize the observed general vocabulary size beyond the 100 
sampled participants to all of the PYP students at Qassim University, confidence intervals were 
calculated. Confidence intervals were set at 95%, which means that if the study were repeated 
100 times, there is a 95% chance that the PYP students’ mean would fall within the range of 
reported scores. As presented in Table 3, the mean vocabulary size is 3,066, 95% CI [2,936, 
3,195]. Thus, if the study were repeated 100 times, there is a 95% chance that the mean of the 
PYP students’ general vocabulary size would fall within the range of 2,936 to 3,195 word 
families. 
Data from the VLT. Confidence intervals were also calculated for the mean of the 
observed academic vocabulary size. As presented in Table 6, the mean vocabulary size is 297, 
95% CI [272, 322]. If the study were repeated 100 times, there is a 95% chance that the mean of 







Intercorrelations among the Individual Word Family Levels 
To investigate whether there are statistically significant intercorrelations of the first five 
individual word family levels, a correlation was computed. Since the first 1,000 word family 
variable was skewed, the nonparametric test of correlation, the Spearman rho statistic, was 
calculated. However, since the other variables were approximately normally distributed and the 
assumption of linearity was not markedly violated, the parametric test of correlation, the Pearson 
statistic, was calculated. Correlations can vary from –1.00 (a perfect negative correlation) 
through 0.00 (no correlation) to +1.0 (a perfect positive correlation). Table 9 shows that all the 
pairs of variables were significantly intercorrelated, ranging from a correlation coefficient 
r(98) = 0.40, p = .000 between the second 1,000 level and the fourth 1,000 level and between the 
third 1,000 level and the fifth 1,000 level to a correlation coefficient r(98) = 0.54, p = .000 
between the first 1,000 level and the second 1,000 level. These correlations are all medium size 
effects or correlations according to Cohen (1988). The direction of the intercorrelations was 
positive, which means that a PYP student who has a high score on one level tends to also have a 
large score on the other level.  
Table 9 
Intercorrelations, Means, and Standard Deviations for the First Five Individual Word Family 
Levels (N = 100) 
Word Family 
Levels 
1 2 3 4 5 M SD 








 813.00 140.46 






 648.00 184.49 




 615.00 206.64 
Fourth 1,000 -- -- -- -- 0.42
**
 581.00 150.21 
Fifth 1,000 -- -- -- -- -- 406.00 199.90 






Correlation between General and Academic Vocabularies 
To investigate whether there is a statistically significant association between the general 
vocabulary size (score on the VST) and academic vocabulary size (score on the VLT), the 
correlation was computed. Since the VST score variable and the VLT score variable were 
approximately normally distributed and the assumption of linearity was not markedly violated, 
the parametric test of correlation, the Pearson statistic, was calculated. The Pearson correlation 
statistic was significant, r(98) = 0.47, p = .000.  
The direction of the correlation was positive, which means that a PYP student who has a 
large general vocabulary size tends to also have a large academic vocabulary size and vice versa. 
Using Cohen’s guidelines, the effect size is large. The association of students’ general 
vocabulary size with their academic vocabulary size is shown in a scatterplot with regression line 
in Figure 6. The significant positive association between the general vocabulary sizes and the 
academic vocabulary sizes was obvious. 
Factors Affecting Vocabulary Size 
 Another focus of this study is to investigate whether there is a significant difference in 
the PYP students’ general or academic vocabulary size according to four independent factors, 
namely, private EFL institutions, studying ESL abroad, voluntary reading, and English language 
movie watching. As the independent samples t-test was performed, two variables—voluntary 
reading and watching movies—were found to be significant factors affecting students’ 
vocabulary size. If the probability p < .05 for the main effect of a particular factor, then there is a 









Voluntary reading. Table 10 shows that students who read for pleasure were statistically 
significantly different from those who do not on the general vocabulary size (p = .024). 
Inspection of the two group means indicates that the average general vocabulary size of students 
who read for pleasure (M = 3,201.85) is significantly larger than the vocabulary size of those 
who do not (M = 2,906.52). The difference between the means is 295.33 on a 5,000-score test. 
The effect size d is approximately 0.5, which is a medium size. Students who read were also 
statistically significantly different from those who do not on the academic vocabulary size (p = 
.005). Inspection of the two group means indicates that the average academic vocabulary size of 
students who read (M = 329.69) is significantly larger than the vocabulary size of those who do 
not (M = 259.21). The difference between the means is 70.48 on a 570-score test. The effect size 
Figure 6. The association between the general vocabulary sizes and the academic vocabulary 
sizes. The scatterplots and linear regression line figure illustrate the significance and the 






d is approximately 0.6, which is a typical to larger than typical size for effects in the behavioral 
sciences. 
Table 10 
Comparison of PYP Students’ General Vocabulary and Academic Vocabulary Sizes by Voluntary 
Reading 
Variable N M SD t df p d 
General vocabulary size    –2.300 98 .024 0.5 
 Read for pleasure 54 3,201.85 647.05    
 Don’t read  46 2,906.52 631.54    
Academic vocabulary size    –2.904 98 .005 0.6 
 Read for pleasure 54 329.69 117.77    
 Don’t read  46 259.21 124.53    
 
English language movie watching. Table 11 shows that students who watch English 
language movies were statistically significantly different from those who do not on the general 
vocabulary size (p = .003). Inspection of the two group means indicates than the average general 
vocabulary size of students who watch movies (M = 3,236.36) is significantly larger than the 
vocabulary size of those who do not (M = 2,857.78). The difference between the means is 378.58 
on a 5,000-score test. The effect size d is approximately 0.6, which is a typical to larger than 
typical size for effects in the behavioral sciences. Students who watch English language movies 
were also statistically significantly different from those who do not on the academic vocabulary 
size (p = .000). Inspection of the two group means indicates that the average academic 
vocabulary size of students who watch movies (M = 347.04) is significantly larger than the 
vocabulary size of those who do not (M = 236.44). The difference between the means is 110.6 on 







Comparison of PYP Students’ General Vocabulary and Academic Vocabulary Sizes by English 
Language Movie Watching 
Variable N M SD t df p d 
General vocabulary size    –3.068 98 .003 0.6 
 Watch movies 55 3,236.36 691.58    
 Don’t watch  45 2,857.78 542.09    
Academic vocabulary size    –4.975 98 .000 0.9 
 Watch movies 55 347.04 123.67    
 Don’t watch  45 236.44 98.60    
 
Discussion  
The primary purpose of this part of the study is to examine the PYP students’ general and 
academic vocabulary sizes. This section discusses the quantitative findings as they relate to the 
first and second research questions. In addition, it sheds light on the reported correlation and the 
voluntary reading and movie-watching factors. 
Research questions. The first question posed in the study is intended to determine 
whether the PYP students have the appropriate general vocabulary size (5,000 word families) for 
comprehension of English academic texts: 
1. Do Saudi EFL preparatory year students have the general vocabulary size necessary 
for comprehension of English academic texts? 
It should be pointed out first that “we do not claim that reasonable reading comprehension 
cannot occur if learners have not reached the lexical threshold, or that the threshold will 
automatically yield good reading comprehension…. [V]ocabulary may be the major factor in 
reading comprehension” (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010, p. 26). By looking at the PYP 
students’ average vocabulary size (M = 3,066.00, SD = 653.69) or the 95% CI [2,936, 3,195], it 
is obvious, as it was assumed, that they lack the minimum general vocabulary size (5,000 word 






with findings in several other studies (e.g., Al-Nujaidi, 2003; AlQahtani, 2005; AlSaif, 2011; 
Barrow et al., 1999; Horst et al., 1998; Nurweni & Read, 1999; Shillaw, 1995).  
With this vocabulary size, PYP students are very likely to have some difficulty in 
managing the assigned English textbooks when they go to the English-as-a-medium-of-
instruction colleges. They will also have to seek assistance or external support from a teacher or 
dictionary; however, using dictionaries consumes too much time, interferes with reading fluency, 
and causes interruptions (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer, 2013). Even according to the least 
vocabulary size estimate, which is about 4,000 word families suggested by Grabe (2009), there 
are only very few students who have this vocabulary size in this study.  
Nonetheless, the PYP students’ vocabulary size is much larger than many studies of other 
EFL students. For example, Omani EFL university students who have the same L1 and same 
education stage as the PYP Saudi students have a vocabulary size of 2,000 word families as 
reported in Horst et al. (1998). Japanese EFL university students were found to have a 
vocabulary size between 2,000 (Shillaw, 1995) and 2,300 word families (Barrow et al., 1999). 
However, this study does not claim that Saudi EFL students outperform those students because 
several factors contribute to this difference including the type of test and the number of 
vocabulary levels used. This study used up to the fifth 1,000 word families because it is the 
minimum vocabulary size for reading English texts. Other studies, however, typically do not use 
that number of levels. In addition, this study used a vocabulary test (the VST) that was not 
available when most of these studies were published. 
Regarding the individual vocabulary levels, it is obvious that PYP students have a 
satisfactory mastery of the first 1,000 (Mdn = 900). The majority of students correctly answered 






seem to have a relatively moderate mastery of the second 1,000, third 1,000, and fourth 1,000 
word families (M = 648, SD = 184; M = 615, SD = 207; and M = 581, SD = 150, respectively), 
yet they have a poor mastery of the fifth 1,000 level (M = 406, SD = 200). This pattern of 
performance—that is, larger vocabulary size on the higher frequency words and vice versa—is 
frequently observed in ESL and EFL students’ performance (e.g., Al-Nujaidi, 2003; Beglar, 
2010; Laufer & Nation, 1999; Zheng, 2009). This confirms Nation’s (2013) assumption that 
vocabulary words are learned in the order of their frequency of occurrence, with higher 
frequency words being learned before mid- and low-frequency words: “That is, that the first 
1,000 words are learned before the second 1,000 words, and the second 1,000 words are learned 
before the third 1,000 words, and so on” (p. 15). Beglar (2010) explained this phenomenon:  
It was hypothesized that the VST items would form a difficulty continuum based on their 
frequency in the BNC list, given that word frequency is an indicator of the probability 
that an individual will encounter a word in an authentic communicative context. Word 
frequency corpora make it clear that over large quantities of authentic data, the 
probability of meeting some words is far greater than that of meeting other words, a 
phenomenon that is elucidated in exposure theory, which has been used to explain the 
development of receptive vocabulary acquisition in native speakers of English. (p. 108)  
 
In a similar vein, the second research question is concerned with academic vocabulary. It 
is intended to determine whether the PYP students have the appropriate academic vocabulary 
size (500 word families of the AWL) for comprehension of English academic texts. The second 
question asks: 
2. Do Saudi EFL preparatory year students have the academic vocabulary size necessary 
for comprehension of English academic texts? 
PYP students, as it was assumed, also lack the minimum academic vocabulary size (500 
words from the AWL) needed for comprehension of authentic English texts, an outcome that is 






students’ average vocabulary size (M = 297, SD = 125) or the 95% CI [272, 322], it is obvious, 
as it was assumed, that they lack the minimum academic vocabulary size necessary for 
comprehension of authentic English texts. Similar to the general vocabulary, with this 
vocabulary size, PYP students are likely to encounter difficulties in reading English textbooks 
and will have to use dictionaries for quite a long time at the beginning of their studies until they 
develop their vocabulary. Regarding English-speaking countries, Goulden et al. (1990) remark, 
“A foreign student might enter an English medium university knowing only a few thousand 
words of English” (p. 341). This comment also can be made about Saudi PYP students who 
study in an EFL country, which was confirmed by the study finding regarding their vocabulary 
size. 
This study’s findings regarding PYP students’ general and academic vocabulary size 
differ greatly from Alothman’s (2014) findings, the single study conducted to measure the 
vocabulary size of PYP students. Alothman has apparently provided overestimates of the general 
and academic vocabulary sizes (between 4,800 and 5,900 general word families and around 403 
academic word families) because these estimates are inconsistent with any study, recent or old, 
on the same population of students—that is, advanced EFL students.  
Intercorrelations between the individual word family levels. Similar to the findings of 
other studies (e.g., Al-Nujaidi, 2003; Nemati, 2010; Zheng, 2009), PYP students’ scores 
intercorrelated significantly among the first five individual word family levels. The same logic 
previously used for elucidating the phenomenon of learning vocabulary words in the order of 
their frequency can be used here to illustrate the correlation. Thus, if students’ scores on a level 
are high, their scores on the most frequent level should be high as well and vice versa (if 






However, this does not entail that if students’ scores on a level are high, their scores on the less 
frequent level should be high as well or vice versa (if students’ scores on a level are low, their 
scores on the more frequent level should not be low as well). 
Correlation between the general and academic vocabularies. Although the two test 
instruments used were completely different from each other with regard to their designs—that is, 
the VST is a multiple-choice test whereas the VLT is a matching test—an association between 
the PYP students’ general vocabulary size and academic vocabulary size was observed, an 
outcome that is consistent with findings of other studies (e.g., Al-Nujaidi, 2003; Zheng, 2009). 
This higher level of correlation between the VST and VLT scores was, however, expected 
because the AWL is not a completely distinct category of lexis. In contrast, there is some overlap 
between Nation’s (2006) general vocabulary list and the AWL—Nation’s first 5,000 word 
families subsume 525 headwords of the 570 AWL words (Cobb, 2010; Nation, 2004; N. Schmitt 
& D. Schmitt, 2014). In addition, the majority of English learners develop their general 
vocabulary in parallel with academic vocabulary (e.g., Al-Homoud & Schmitt, 2009). 
English language movie watching. Although the extensive watching of movies is 
potentially as good a source for learning a large amount of vocabulary as extensive reading, it 
has not been studied yet (Webb, 2010; Webb & Rodgers, 2009). This factor was added to the 
questionnaire because I anecdotally noticed that many of my Saudi friends and students who had 
regularly watched English language movies for a long time outperformed other colleagues who 
did not watch English language movies in both English proficiency in general and vocabulary 
proficiency in particular. This study has found that the PYP students who have been watching 
English language movies for many years (M = 4.5 years, SD = 1.27) scored higher on both the 






conclusion: “The results indicate that regular viewing of movies over a long period of time has 
great potential for incidental vocabulary learning” (p. 479).  
Moreover, Webb (2010) stated, “English language movies are extremely popular among 
L2 viewers, and movies are a valuable source of L2 aural input in most English as a foreign 
language (EFL) contexts, where there may be limited opportunities for L2 listening” (p. 479). 
This is true for PYP students as the majority of students (n = 55) responded that they had been 
watching English language movies for different lengths of time. 
In spite of the fact that PYP students who watch English language movies have a 
significantly larger vocabulary size than those who do not, they have not yet acquired the 
appropriate vocabulary size for reading English texts. This might be explained by the fact that 
most of students (n = 67) reported that they either did not read voluntarily, an outcome that is 
consistent with Al-Nujaidi’s (2003) findings, or did not watch English language movies. From 
the students who watch movies (n = 55), a large portion of them (n = 22) does not read for 
pleasure. Watching movies is absolutely a good VLS, yet not enough to learn a large L2 
vocabulary. In order to achieve a large vocabulary size, L2 learners need to combine the two 
important vocabulary learning techniques—that is, extensive movie watching and extensive 
reading (Webb, 2010). Although some students answered that they both read voluntarily and 
watch movies, the combination of the two variables did not have a statistically significant effect 
on the students’ vocabulary size because they read only very few materials each month. 
However, as Laufer (2000) confirms, “If learners do not read in large quantities, repeated 
exposures to new words cannot be taken for granted” (p. 50). 
Free voluntary reading. The study finding that a large number of students (n = 46) do 






(Al-Homoud & Schmitt, 2009, p. 383). Al-Homoud and Schmitt concluded that Saudi students 
are not active readers who live in an input-poor environment. However, it seems that even a 
small quantity of reading is better than none. PYP students who answered that they read for 
pleasure (n = 54) scored higher on both the general and academic vocabularies than those who do 
not. This outcome is consistent with the findings of Renandya, Rajan, and Jacobs (1999) who 
found that, among 10 other variables entered into a regression analysis, “amount of [extensive 
reading] was the only significant predictor of participants’ gain scores” (p. 182). Similarly, Al-
Homoud and Schmitt found that Saudi students increased their vocabulary at the 2,000, 3,000, 
and 5,000 frequency levels after 10 weeks of attending a presession course incorporating 
extensive reading and graded readers. 
ESL abroad. Living and studying the L2 in its environment “is thought to contribute 
favorably to the L2 learning in general and to L2 vocabulary learning in particular. It provides 
learners with massive input and with ample opportunities for challenging their linguistic 
resources through everyday use of the language” (Laufer & Paribakht, 1998, p. 385). Twenty 
students answered that they had studied ESL and lived in English-speaking countries. However, 
their vocabulary size was not significantly larger than the other 80 students who had not. Laufer 
and Paribakht confirm that after only 2 years of residence in the ESL context, the benefits of L2 
exposure begin to appear when passive vocabulary is activated and the gap reduced; therefore, a 
significant difference can exist. After examining the students’ lengths of residence in the ESL 
environments, they were found to be too short to make any effect—either from 1 to 3 months 
(n = 9) or 4 to 6 months (n = 11). 
Private EFL institutions. The enterprise of English learning and teaching is growing 






English Language Services centers (Al-Omrani, 2008) across all cities of Saudi Arabia over the 
past decade. Thus, this factor—that is, studying in a private EFL institution—was included in the 
background questionnaires because I thought it would be a factor in vocabulary size. However, 
mean general and academic vocabulary sizes were not significantly different between the two 
groups, an outcome that is consistent with Al-Nujaidi’s (2003) finding. The possible reason for 
this lack of difference could be the short attendance in the institutions as most students, by the 
time of study, had attended only 1 to 6 months. This amount of time, as Al-Nasser (2015) 
emphasized, is not sufficient to achieve “what they could not achieve with almost ten years of 
exposure” (p. 1617).  
Conclusion  
Obviously, PYP students differ wildly in their English vocabulary proficiency—a 
student’s vocabulary size could be as small as 1,700 word families and as large as 4,600 word 
families; however, the majority of students are in in the middle. Apparently the few PYP 
students who are proficient in vocabulary and who have very close to the minimum vocabulary 
size have developed a great level of vocabulary learning autonomy and used a wide range of 
VLSs. From a vocabulary perspective, they are proficient enough to enter the English-medium 
colleges at the university and manage the material reading. Conversely, those who suffer from 
insufficient vocabulary are unlikely to increase their vocabulary size by the end of the PYP and 
before entering the university. In addition, if they get admitted to one of these English-medium 
colleges, they are more likely to struggle with reading. For those who are in the middle, it 
depends on how large their vocabulary gap is. Some students might be able to learn a substantial 
number of vocabulary words before they embark on their academic studies. In the next chapter, 












Chapter 5: Qualitative Data Analysis and Discussion 
This chapter summarizes the findings from the interview data analysis and discusses them 
in relation to the study’s third, fourth, and fifth questions. This chapter, thus, provides answers 
regarding the extent to which Saudi EFL preparatory year students are autonomous and strategic 
vocabulary learners and whether the more proficient students in English vocabulary use different 
strategies than the less proficient students. It begins by summarizing and reporting, in detail, the 
major findings from the interviews by reporting quotes from interview data using a categorical 
aggregation analytic strategy. The penultimate section of this chapter, Discussion, is an attempt 
to provide answers to the study’s remaining questions guided by the interview analysis and 
findings. 
PYP Students’ Vocabulary Proficiency Levels 
After the results of the VST and the VLT were analyzed, the vocabulary sizes of students 
(n = 100) were ranked from top to bottom, and students were separated into three categories 
based on their vocabulary size: more proficient, moderately proficient, and less proficient, as 
illustrated in Chapter 4. There were a sufficient number of students in each category which 
helped me to select the appropriate sample of students for the interviews. Thus, five more 
proficient and five less proficient students were purposely selected for the interviews upon their 
agreement. Questions posed to participants in this study were developed in light of Nation’s 
(2013) principles of vocabulary learning autonomy and Al-Fuhaid’s (2004) VLSs. Thus, the 
study uses a predetermined framework and predefined categories to investigate the extent to 




Vocabulary Learning Autonomy  
 The focus at this stage of the research is to determine where PYP students are in their 
vocabulary learning autonomy, which, in a narrower sense, represents a number of metacognitive 
vocabulary strategies concerning planning vocabulary learning. Students were assessed on six 
principles of vocabulary learning autonomy. The first principle concerns students’ goals in 
vocabulary learning. The second, third, and fourth principles focus on what vocabulary students 
should learn and in what order. The fifth principle concerns a number of vocabulary learning 
approaches, whereas the sixth principle concerns checking vocabulary learning and ways of 
monitoring progress. 
Principle 1: Learners should continue to increase their vocabulary size and enrich 
the words they already know. The interviews showed that both the more proficient and less 
proficient students tend to put effort into learning more vocabulary but with different levels of 
continuity. In fact, the less proficient students are the ones who, at the time of the interviews, 
spent much more time and effort to rapidly increase their vocabulary because they are aware that 
they are far from the vocabulary knowledge level that they should have at this stage. This is, 
however, a temporary urgent effort as they aggressively try to catch up. They are not satisfied 
with their vocabulary and tend to seek outside support in increasing their vocabulary. One less 
proficient student commented: 
When I began studying in the PYP, I joined a private EFL institute for one and a half 
hours daily because I wanted to learn many more vocabulary words to reduce my 
vocabulary gap. 
 
Another student who also recognized his vocabulary gap and tried to increase his vocabulary size 
by hiring a tutor for English coursework said: 
When I joined the PYP, I hired an English tutor who gives tutoring on the English 




words that my tutor gives—I mean, to know the meaning of a word but not necessarily its 
spelling. 
 
This does not mean, however, that the more proficient students do not continue to 
increase their vocabulary. In fact, they have been increasing their vocabulary in a systematic way 
by being exposed to large quantities of meaningful input for a long time prior to the PYP. One 
student shared his long-term vocabulary learning experience: 
In middle school, I started watching movies and my purpose was not to develop my 
English language skills but rather to spend my time and entertain myself. But, as time 
went on, I noticed that I learned a lot of vocabulary words and developed my English as 
well. 
 
All learners are aware of the need for vocabulary and try to increase their vocabulary, but the less 
proficient ones are just trying to catch up with the more proficient ones whose vocabularies have 
improved over time and keep pace with the demanding PYP English coursework.  
Principle 2: Learners should use word frequency and personal need to determine 
what vocabulary should be learned. According to Nation (2013), “This principle means that 
learners should be learning high frequency words before low frequency words, except where 
personal need and interest give importance to what otherwise would be low frequency words” 
(pp. 584–585). The findings of the interviews show that the more proficient students apply this 
principle, but not the less proficient ones. Because the more proficient students tend to learn 
words both intentionally and incidentally (by watching movies), incidental learning means that 
they acquire high frequency words before low frequency words, an assumption discussed in 
Chapter 4. Moreover, they seem to have developed a feeling for which vocabulary words are 
high frequency and which are low frequency. In addition, it seems that they are picking up the 
sociocultural appropriateness for vocabulary use, as one student said: 
In movies, I noticed that the vocabulary used differs from scene to another in the same 




very different from those in, for example, scenes at home. Some [formal] vocabulary 
tends to be long and pronunciation is unfamiliar. It looks like they are speaking another 
language. 
 
However, they might be learning words above their current frequency word level. Their personal 
needs such as learning more advanced and academic vocabulary determine what vocabulary they 
should learn. One student explained why he learns more difficult words: 
I might not learn vocabulary according to its frequency. Currently, I am trying to learn 
the more advanced-level, long words that I feel are difficult to learn, such as 
simultaneously, in order to substantially develop myself [vocabulary]. 
 
On the other hand, the less proficient students mostly tend to learn vocabulary in an 
intentionally random manner and, therefore, they might need to learn a lower frequency word 
because it is being exposed to them in a textbook or they need to use it in speaking or writing. As 
such, they might be jumping from learning vocabulary at a higher frequency level that they are 
still acquiring to learning lower frequency vocabulary. Unlike the more proficient students, they 
unexceptionally learn lower frequency words because with the relatively demanding English 
modules of the PYP, they very often have to follow this method of learning the lower frequency 
words. Moreover, they do not seem to have a specific goal or personal need that determines what 
vocabulary to learn. As pointed out previously in Principle 1, their main goal is to learn as much 
vocabulary as possible in a short period of time, regardless of whether learning has occurred or 
not. One student said: 
I try to memorize vocabulary when I am, for example, chatting with my teachers in the 
PYP. And I try to gather vocabulary from my English classes. 
 
Principle 3: Learners should be aware of what is involved in knowing a word and 
should be able to find that information. Knowing a word, at the basic level, includes knowing 
its spelling and pronunciation as well as being able to connect the meaning with words. Both the 




knowledge. However, there are other advanced kinds of word knowledge such as “being aware 
of restrictions on the use of the word for cultural, geographical, stylistic, or register reasons, and 
being aware of the range of meanings and associations the word has” (Nation, 2013, p. 586). 
With this knowledge, the PYP students are distinct. The more proficient students showed that 
they are aware of some of the restrictions on vocabulary, as one student said: 
What confuses me in vocabulary learning is the formal words because I don’t encounter 
them very often. On the other hand, informal words are very frequent and people use 
them as if you are their best friend. 
 
Moreover, the more proficient students seem to have come to a reasonable understanding 
that many English words are polysemous. On the other hand, less proficient students did not 
report having noticed restrictions or polysemy in English words yet. 
Principle 4: Learners should be familiar with the generalizable language systems 
that lie behind vocabulary use. Interview questions about this principle focused on students’ 
familiarity with some regular linguistic patterns at orthographic, phonological, morphological, 
collocational, grammatical, and discourse levels. However, students from the two groups tend to 
share the same awareness—or sometimes ignorance—of these patterns. For example, whereas 
one less proficient student was able to give a description of the pronunciation rule of -ed past 
tense, a more proficient student appeared to be unfamiliar with this very well-known regular 
phonological pattern as can be observed in the following short dialogue: 
Interviewer: What is the grammar of the sound -ed in past tense? 
Student: The -ed sometimes can barely be heard… [not sure]  
Interviewer (asking the same question in another way because he thought the student did 
not understand the question): How do you pronounce the -ed at the end of the 
verb worked? 
Student: workd? 
Interviewer (correcting): It is workt, right? 




The ignorance of this phonological pattern on the part of this more proficient student can 
be explained as the result of learning the words through input rather than from rules. This is a 
case of acquisition versus learning of the L2.  
Principle 5: Vocabulary learning needs to operate across the four strands of (a) 
meaning-focused input, (b) language-focused learning, (c) meaning-focused output, and (d) 
fluency development. For this principle, students varied a lot and it was easy to distinguish 
between the more proficient and less proficient students. In particular, the more proficient 
students outperformed the less proficient students in vocabulary size because they were exposed 
to a large amount of meaning-focused input and meaning-focused output. Meaning-focused input 
includes “extensive reading, shared reading, listening to stories, watching TV or films, and being 
a listener in a conversation” (Nation, 2007, p. 2). Thus, meaning-focused input is basically 
reading and listening. Regarding extensive L2 reading, almost none of the students—including 
the more proficient—read extensively. One more proficient student who has a large vocabulary 
size said:  
I don’t read very much in English except that, for example, I sometimes read the plots of 
movies on the Internet. I sometimes read descriptions of YouTube videos because, as I 
told you, I watch English-language channels a lot. 
 
Another proficient student commented: 
I don’t really read. But, if it happens that there is a piece of news or an article written in 
English, I read it. But, I don’t look for books or novels in English to read. I don’t read in 
Arabic so how do you want me read in English! 
 
Regarding L2 listening, all more proficient students revealed they listen to the English 
language a lot because they have been watching movies since they were in middle school at the 
age of 13 or 14 years old. One student said: 
I was a very poor English learner in the sixth grade in elementary school and in the first 




“Don’t consider the English language as a subject to be learned in school.” After this, I 
changed my perception toward the English language. I started to enjoy learning the 
language by considering it as a hobby; I started watching animation movies with English 
subtitles. 
 
Another student said: 
 
Watching movies is the major beneficial source of my English vocabulary. I have been 
watching movies since I was a student in middle school. Thus, most of the vocabulary 
words that I know I learned from movies. 
 
On the other hand, all of the less proficient students have either no experience or only 
little, and intermittent, experience of watching movies. One student said: 
When I was a student in middle school and then in high school, I used to watch movies 
very little. But, currently, I don’t watch movies because I am very overloaded with the 
PYP coursework. Except for on weekends, I watch movies so that I do not forget the 
English language. 
 
Meaning-focused output involves learning vocabulary through speaking and writing. 
Writing in the L2 is almost neglected by the PYP students. Both of the two groups of students 
declared that they do not write in English except for in writing classes. Some more proficient 
students said that they sometimes write a few words when giving comments on social media or 
when playing games. However, they do not have any regular formal writing. One student said:  
Regarding writing in English, in the PYP, we write drafts on reading passages. At the end 
of each chapter, we write on the chapter topic. We write three drafts. This is what I do if 
you ask me about what to write in English. 
 
However, speaking seems to be much more interesting to do. The more proficient 
students more often tend to seek opportunities for L2 speaking because, obviously, they have 
enough vocabulary to be able to carry on conversations and communicate well with native 
English-speaking teachers (NESTs). One more proficient student said: 
You know, in the PYP, we have NESTs from America, Britain, and Canada. I intend to 
talk with them in order to develop my speaking skills and also to hear unaccented 
English; you know, we have nonnative English teachers, but they speak English with an 





On the other hand, less proficient students try to seek speaking opportunities, but they are usually 
short and brief: 
I try to talk and chat with my NESTs in class and outside the classroom, when I see them 
like in the hallways or in the cafeteria, but conversations don’t last for long because my 
English language does not help me. 
 
With regard to language-focused learning, which means that the vocabulary learning is 
deliberately focused on words as part of the language system rather than as a part of a message, 
students were asked if they focus directly on words’ spelling, pronunciation, grammar, meaning, 
use, and so forth by, for example, using word cards. The interviews show that both groups of 
students learn vocabulary in this way using different techniques. Many students said that they 
underline new words and look up their meanings out of context. A more proficient student talked 
about a more interesting way of learning decontextualized words: 
When I was studying ESL in Britain, I had two other friends who were also attending 
other ESL institutes. We agreed that when any one of us learned a new word, he would 
share it with the other by sending the word with its meaning and part of speech in a text 
message. 
 
Regarding word cards, students stated that they do not use them and have never used 
them. They said they were not even aware of this method of vocabulary learning. There was only 
one student who said that he had used it when he was an ESL student in Britain: 
In Britain when I was an ESL student, some of the institute teachers introduced word 
cards as one way of playing games. It was very informative because we were very willing 
to learn the words’ meanings in order to win the games. Word cards also helped me 
reinforce the meaning because I learned the words in an interesting way. 
 
For fluency development, the more proficient students mostly develop their listening and 
speaking fluency by repeatedly watching the same movies and by chatting with non-Arabic 




Principle 6: Learners should be aware of and excited by their progress in 
vocabulary learning. Regarding this principle, the question to the more proficient students was 
as follows: “Did you notice that your vocabulary proficiency level was higher than your 
classmates in high school, or the same or higher than the other more proficient students in the 
PYP?” By this comparative question, I wanted to determine if the more proficient students were 
aware of and excited by their large vocabulary size. All of them indicated they were aware that 
they were the best students in English in high school and were among the best students in the 
PYP. One student said: 
When I was in high school, I realized my distinction …. Maybe this largely depends on 
the society that you live in …. I was the best among my classmates because I was 
watching movies more than they did and also because none of them studied abroad, so 
expectedly, I was the best. 
 
Another student added: 
 
After I started watching movies in the second grade of middle school, my English 
language developed very much. My scores in English were always 95 or higher out of 
100. 
 
 Frankly, even the less proficient students showed that they sometimes get very excited 
and are proud of their vocabulary achievement. One student said: 
I often notice that the new words said by my PYP teachers become very familiar to me 
when, for example, I hear them later after one week and I understand what they mean. I 
consider this as a positive development, and the number of such words increases. 
 
This principle also includes monitoring and assessment of one’s vocabulary knowledge. 
At least three of the most proficient students took the International English Language Testing 
System (IELTS). Although IELTS assesses a learner’s overall English proficiency, vocabulary 
knowledge has been shown to underlie the language proficiency (Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Schmitt 




Vocabulary Learning Strategies 
The focus in this stage of study is to find out what VLSs students in the PYP use to 
determine a word’s meaning (discovery strategies) and what VLSs they use to strengthen the 
meaning and form of that word (consolidating strategies). There are four meaning-discovery 
strategies and two other meaning-consolidation strategies. 
Discovery strategies. Discovery strategies include using monolingual and bilingual 
dictionaries, guessing from context, analyzing affixes and roots, and asking someone else (social 
strategies). The participants thus were asked about what particular actions they take to find out 
the meaning of a new word. 
Using dictionaries. Students were asked whether they use dictionaries to learn the 
meaning of a new word and, if so, what type of dictionary. All of the participants stated that they 
use Google’s free online language translation service, Google Translate, in both in-class and out-
of-class situations to discover new words’ meanings. That being said, mono- and bi-lingual paper 
dictionaries are not popular among PYP students, as none of the participants owned even one 
dictionary. One student said: 
I’ve never opened a paper dictionary because I don’t like opening books. But I use my 
phone to translate words into Arabic using Google Translate and another translation app. 
 
Another student stated that he used a pocket dictionary once: 
 
When I was a student in high school, I used a small English Arabic dictionary … one that 
is sold in bookstores ... only in one class and left it at home after that. Right now, I have 
an app on my phone, Google Translate, that I use at the university on a daily basis. Thus, 
when I come across a new word during classes, I promptly take out my phone, if my 
teacher allows us to do so, and translate the word. 
 
Guessing. Students were asked whether they guess unknown words to discover their 
meanings when reading or watching movies and TV. The interview findings show that both the 




and quality of guessing. The majority of the most proficient students declared that they often 
guess new words from the surrounding words. They also indicated that their guesses usually turn 
out to be correct when they check their guesses. One student said: 
I try to guess unknown words when reading and watching movies. It is easier to guess 
new words in movies because the imagery and the dialogs along with facial expressions 
help in guessing new words. But in reading, it is way more difficult. 
 
On the other hand, less proficient students expressed that guessing is difficult because 
there are always several unknown words in one sentence. In the following quote, it is clear that 
in order for guessing to be possible, only very few words should be unknown: 
I try to guess unknown words particularly where there are only one or two unknown 
words. However, if there are more new words than known words in a sentence, I think 
that guessing is not just difficult but rather impossible. 
 
Analyzing affixes and roots. Participants were asked whether they analyze the parts of 
unknown affixed words when they know the meanings of the stem and affixes attached to it. The 
usefulness of this strategy is highly influenced by someone’s mastery of English word formation, 
that is, affixation. The interviews show that the more proficient students are obviously more 
capable of using this strategy. One student said: 
Yes, I always analyze word parts. And recently I started to pay more attention to the 
negative prefixes. For example, in irresponsible, I know that -ir means not. So, 
irresponsible means the opposite of responsible. 
 
Another student said: 
 
Of course, of course. When you know the word’s root, its meaning becomes easier to 
guess. There are a number of well-known frequent affixes. So even if the word is 
completely new, I can separate affixes from roots, but I might need to look up its root. 
 
A third student said: 
 
You know, those affixes are known and their number is limited, so it is often easy to 





In addition, the less proficient students show that they can analyze affixed words, yet 
opportunities in which they can use this strategy are few because success in analyzing word parts 
largely depends on whether those prefixes and suffixes are known or not. One student said: 
Generally speaking, I sometimes know that some words have affixes added to their roots. 
I try to analyze a word’s parts to find its root. But in other difficult affixed words, affixes 
sometimes look like originals in these words and I cannot separate affixes from roots. 
 
Social strategies. These strategies involve asking a teacher, a classmate, or a friend who 
knows the meaning of the new words. Because the majority of PYP teachers are not native 
Arabic speakers, if they were asked about the meaning of new words, they would give an L2 
explanation, an L2 synonym or antonym, or a sentence including the new word. On the other 
hand, if the person asked was a classmate, he would very often provide an L1 translation or 
explanation. The students stated they sometimes ask teachers or classmates. However, with the 
popularity of smart devices, students largely tend to look up new words with their phones. This is 
what all of the students said with no exceptions. One more proficient student said: 
Mostly, I look up new words on my phone; you know, it is quicker. With the context, 
dictionary [translation] is often sufficient because I can learn the word’s meaning myself, 
without teachers. But, I rarely ask my teachers. 
 
Another student said: 
 
First, I try to guess its meaning. If I cannot, I use my phone. However, if the time allows, 
I mean without interrupting the class, I ask my teachers. They always give me the L2 
explanation or synonym and this is enough to know the meaning. However, when I feel 
that it is impossible to ask, I use my phone in order to not bother them or bother myself. 
 
Consolidation strategies. Students were asked what they do to consolidate a word’s 
meaning after discovering the meaning—whether by consulting a dictionary, guessing, or asking 





Memory strategies. Students were asked if they try to create mental linkages by 
grouping, associating/elaborating, or placing new words into a context (e.g., a sentence) and 
applying images. Students seem to use, without prompting, a few memory strategies. For 
example, the more proficient students consistently say that hearing a new word in a movie is 
very effective for vocabulary learning because it is paired with imagery and dialog. Other 
students also mentioned writing newly learned words as a memorizing strategy for consolidating 
words. One student said: 
When I learn a new word, I intend to use it when writing homework to consolidate the 
word [meaning and form] and also to distinguish my writing from other classmates.  
 
Cognitive strategies. Students were asked if they repeatedly write or say a word over and 
over again in order to consolidate it. The interview findings indicate that both of the groups 
mostly repeat a new word’s verbal or written form, probably thinking of its meaning as well, 
until they have satisfactorily mastered its form. A less proficient student said: 
Very often I have a word that I do not know how to pronounce. Thus, I type the word in 
Google Translate and make it say the word to me. After that, I repeat the word verbally 
several times and write it down five to six times to master its spelling. 
 
A more proficient student said: 
 
When I learn a new word, I try to remember that word four or five times during the day 
and repeat it each time I remember it as well. 
 
Students were also asked whether they use revision materials such as word lists, class notes, or a 
vocabulary notebook. A less proficient student said:  
I have a small booklet in which I write down new vocabulary words that I learned in the 
PYP. What I do is I write down a word with its meaning, and sometimes, I also put some 
explanations given in class by the teacher. This booklet is always with me and at the end 
of each week, I browse through this booklet reading the words’ meanings and 





In addition to traditional written notes, several students indicated they make use of Notes 
and Memo apps on their phone. They create their own little dictionary by taking electronic notes 
of new words with their meaning and definitions.  
Discussion 
As mentioned earlier, the primary purpose of the second part of the study is to find out 
whether PYP students are autonomous and strategic vocabulary learners. This section discusses 
the qualitative interview findings as they relate to the third, fourth, and fifth research questions. 
Prior to providing answers to these questions, two important points given by Schmitt (2010b) 
regarding strategy use should be highlighted. First, Schmitt maintains, “It is not what learners do 
that makes them strategic learners, but rather the fact that they put creative effort into trying to 
improve their own learning” (p. 91). Second, he argues that the more recent learning strategy 
theory indicates that it does not matter how many strategies are used (quantity), but rather how 
well they are used (quality). Quality of strategy use refers to the appropriateness of a VLS to the 
student’s personal learning style and the manner of use. For example:  
One can go a long way by using only one strategy that perfectly suits the learner’s 
personality and learning style; and even if someone uses several strategies, it does not 
necessarily mean that the person is an able strategy user. (Schmitt, 2010b, p. 93) 
 
As such, Schmitt’s argument was taken into consideration when analyzing and interpreting 
interview data. 
Vocabulary learning autonomy. Learning autonomy depends on three factors: attitude, 
awareness, and capability. In other words, learning autonomy involves knowledge about 
“learning and controlling learning through planning, monitoring and evaluating the learning 
activity” (O’Malley, Chamot, & Küpper, 1989, p. 422) as well as knowledge about and use of 




confirms that autonomous learning of L2 vocabulary is more crucial for EFL adult learners, as is 
the case with this study’s subjects. That being said, the third question posed in the study is 
intended to find out where in the development of vocabulary learning autonomy PYP students 
are: To what extent are Saudi EFL preparatory year students autonomous vocabulary learners? 
As discussed previously, PYP students were categorized according to their vocabulary 
sizes. So to best answer this question, I examined the application of each of the six principles by 
the two different groups of students (i.e., more proficient vs. less proficient students). The 
interview findings suggest that L2 vocabulary learning autonomy should not be seen as “a single, 
unitary concept, but rather a continuum along which various instructional situations may be 
placed” (Candy, 1991, p. 205). Thus, the PYP students can vary from highly autonomous 
vocabulary learners to less autonomous vocabulary learners. Undoubtedly, the more proficient 
students who have large vocabulary sizes are more autonomous than the less proficient students.  
Proficient students showed positive beliefs in and attitudes toward vocabulary learning 
autonomy. They used their own initiative in regularly creating opportunities for vocabulary 
learning by, for instance, watching movies, speaking with native English speakers and friends, 
studying ESL abroad, and doing self-study. The interview showed that they are hard-working 
learners of English and spend a considerable amount of time outside class working on 
vocabulary. They also showed a high level of awareness and consciousness of their vocabulary 
learning by understanding and evaluating the learning approaches they take, reflecting on their 
effects, and considering other approaches. They also seemed to have the capability to be 





However, the study does not claim that the more proficient students are completely 
autonomous learners because, as the interview analysis showed, they do not apply all of the six 
principles. For example, they, as well as the less proficient students, do not read outside English 
materials or only read them inconsistently for short periods of time, and some do not even like 
reading. This is in spite of the fact that extensive reading “facilitates learner autonomy, can be 
very pleasant and motivating, and provides learners with the opportunity to meet words in their 
context of use” (Thornbury, 2002, as cited in Pigada & Schmitt, 2006, p. 2). In the following 
sections, I discuss students’ vocabulary learning autonomy for each principle. 
Principle 1. Littlewood (1999) distinguished between the proactive learners who take the 
initiative and reactive learners who work independently on an agenda set by the teacher. In this 
study, only the more proficient students seem to apply the first principle of vocabulary learning 
autonomy because, as the interviews show, they have been increasing their vocabulary size and 
enriching the words they already know for a long time and they are still doing so. All of them 
declared that they have been increasing vocabulary independently and indirectly by watching 
movies since at least middle school. Moreover, they seem to be more willing to learn more 
vocabulary words and improve their English.  
On the other hand, the less proficient students just began learning more words to cope 
with the demanding PYP English coursework. They might not keep increasing their vocabulary 
size, or even strengthening their known words, after the PYP. It can be said that their 
relationships with English have just started. As Pierson (1996) stated, “They seem to want to be 
told what to do, show little initiative, and accordingly have difficulty dealing with autonomy” (p. 
52). Al-Fuhaid (2004) also investigated whether his 50 English-majoring subjects used the 




questionnaires showed that the use of this strategy was infrequent, a frequency index of only 35 
points. Similar to the less proficient students in this study, a number of Al-Fuhaid’s subjects 
“made it clear that they have no specific plan beyond the requirements of the modules” (p. 153). 
Principle 2. Because vocabulary words are learned in the order of their frequency, only 
the more proficient students apply the second principle because of the way they mostly learn 
vocabulary, which is incidental learning—learning vocabulary incidentally necessarily entails 
that high frequency words are learned before low frequency ones. On the other hand, the other 
students learn vocabulary only when they are exposed to them in textbooks or by teachers—they 
do not learn vocabulary that is a little above their current vocabulary proficiency. Nation and 
Waring (1997) maintained, “[English learners need] to know the 3,000 or so high frequency 
words of the language. These are an immediate high priority and there is little sense in focusing 
on other vocabulary until these are well learned” (p. 11). 
This principle also involves the development of intuition about word frequency; that is, as 
Nation (2013) states, “In English there is a tendency for shorter words to be more frequent than 
longer words, and for words of Anglo-Saxon origin to be more frequent than the 
morphologically more complex words from French, Latin or Greek” (p. 585). As quoted earlier, 
a more proficient student seems to have this intuition about the word’s frequency, an ability that 
does not get developed until “relatively late in the acquisition process […] simply because [it] 
requires a large number of examples to determine the appropriate values” (Schmitt, 2010b, p. 
20). 
Principle 3. With regard to being aware of what is involved in knowing a word and being 
able to find that information, the more proficient students show they know that some words have 




have several meanings. On the other hand, because the other students had not seriously studied 
the English language until they recently enrolled in the PYP, they probably will not develop 
intuitions about register constraints and the advanced kinds of word knowledge until they have 
encountered a large number of examples over a long period of time (Schmitt, 2010b; 
Zimmerman, 1997). In her observation regarding the problem of the register restriction of some 
words, Laufer (2000) commented,  
Foreign learners are very often unaware of the fact that lexical items frequent in one field 
or mode of discourse may not be normal in another; that words acceptable when used 
with some interlocutors may be out of place with others. (pp. 150–151) 
 
Regarding polysemy, the more proficient students were clearly familiar with more than 
one meaning of a number of polysemous words; however, it was beyond the scope of this study 
to obtain an approximate number of known polysemous words or to test students on a list of 
polysemes. Bensoussan and Laufer (1984) found very poor knowledge of 18 polysemous words 
by their 60 first-year EFL subjects including the most proficient students. However, a 
methodological flaw can be observed in their study; students were basically separated as more 
proficient and less proficient based on their performance in the study’s experiment, and students’ 
grades in English courses were not based on their vocabulary sizes. Thus, taking into 
consideration the disparity between students’ vocabulary sizes, this study claims that more 
proficient students would outperform the less proficient students on polysemy. 
Principle 4. Cornering the generalizable language systems that lie behind vocabulary use, 
the two groups of students have developed approximately the same level of vocabulary learning 
autonomy. Unfortunately, not enough evidence was found in students’ responses to suggest that 
the more proficient students were more autonomous in this principle. In order for the discrepancy 




the orthographic, phonological, morphological, collocational, grammatical, and discourse levels 
should have been asked. However, because of time constraints, questions were posed only on the 
linguistic patterns at the orthographic and phonological levels. 
Principle 5. With regard to the fifth principle, which represents learning vocabulary 
through the four strands, the interviews show that the more proficient students apply this 
principle more than the other students. Although the more proficient students partially learn 
vocabulary through all of these four strands, the other students learn vocabulary through only 
one or two strands.  
Regarding the first strand, meaning-focused input via reading and listening, the more 
proficient students learn vocabulary by listening to English soundtracks in movies, not by 
reading, whereas the less proficient students do not read or listen to English materials. Similarly, 
Gieve and Clark (2005) found that both Chinese and European learners were more likely to try to 
learn independently through watching films (44% of Chinese learners and 53% of European 
learners) than through extensive reading (40% of Chinese learners and 47% of European 
learners). One of the participants in Ding (2007) declared that he and “all eight regarded 
watching English movies and television series as one of the most effective ways of improving 
their English” (p. 275). Most students in this study said they started watching videos with 
subtitles, a strategy found to increase incidental vocabulary learning (d’Ydewalle & Pavakanun, 
1995; Koolstra & Beentjes, 1999, as cited in Webb & Rodgers, 2009; Neuman & Koskinen, 
1992; Pavakanun & d’Ydewalle, 1992). Al-Fuhaid (2004) found that among the 46 subjects who 
answered that they watched and favored news TV channels, only 14 subjects watched movie 
channels. Students commented on their disapproval of movies as “watching movies requires an 




accents, knowing the (slight) lexical differences between dialects, and being accustomed to the 
speed of dialogue in movies” (p. 148). In contrast, this study’s interviewed subjects stated they 
neither watch nor favor news channels or newspapers. 
Regarding reading in English, the findings of this study are not exceptional. Saudi 
students always either spent only a little time or did not spend any time reading outside English 
materials (e.g., Al-Fuhaid, 2004; Al-Nujaidi, 2003). Quoting O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-
Manzanares, Kupper, and Russo (1985) regarding that the scarcity of the necessary materials 
may lead to infrequent use of some strategies, Al-Fuhaid (2004) observed that the possible 
reason for the lack of popularity of reading in Saudi Arabia was because of the scarcity of, for 
example, English media sources (TV, radio, newspapers, Internet) and because computers were 
not available. However, L2 reading continues to be unpopular in Saudi Arabia even now that 
these and other sources are available. In fact, Saudi people spend little time on L1 reading. The 
reason for the unpopularity of reading in Saudi Arabia could be attributed to the fact that reading 
is overlooked in the whole education system that “restricted the learners’ experience with EFL 
reading to the limited classroom time” (Al-Nujaidi, 2003, p. 152). Not only are students unaware 
of the benefits of reading, such as developing reading skills and acquiring more vocabulary, but 
they are also unwilling to spend any time on reading. Al-Nujaidi (2003) observed, “The very 
recent spread of literacy and the popularity of other forms of entertainment seem to render 
reading unimportant among young people in Saudi Arabia” (p. 41). This remark can also be 
made about this study’s subjects. Reading apparently does not appeal to Saudi students as 
opposed to watching movies. Regardless of the potential benefits of watching movies on 





For the second strand, language-focused learning, all students learn vocabulary by 
focusing on spelling, pronunciation, grammar, meaning, use, and so forth—a typical vocabulary 
learning approach. However, with regard to learning from word cards, only one student said that 
he had used them when studying ESL abroad, a finding that is consistent with Al-Fuhaid (2004), 
who found a low frequency index of only 10.5 points as the majority of his subjects (n = 31) said 
they had never used this strategy. He added, “A number of respondents, however, maintained 
that word cards are not suitable for adult learners” (p. 147). The current study’s subjects proved 
to be unaware of this strategy, as most of them required an explanation for what “word cards” are 
during the interviews. 
Students’ vocabulary learning in the third strand, meaning-focused output, which 
involves writing and speaking, is similar to that of the first strand. The more proficient students 
speak the L2 with their NESTs more than the less proficient students do, which is in line with 
Alseweed’s (2012) finding that “participants’ preferences for NESTs increases as they go higher 
up in their education based on their previous learning experiences” (p. 49). Unlike English major 
students at Qassim University, PYP students enjoy the privilege to learn from and talk with 
NESTs in their EFL environment. Alseweed found a significant preference for native English-
speaking teachers among PYP students. 
Regarding L2 writing, both groups of students, however, remarked that they did not write 
in English except for in writing classes. This goes along with the fact that they do not read 
outside English materials because reading necessarily precedes writing; that is, reading affects 
writing but not the opposite (Zamel, 1992, p. 468). Zamel (1992) maintains, “If students read, 




more proficient students stated that they sometimes contributed a few comments on social media, 
which is better than nothing.  
The more proficient students consolidate their vocabulary by listening and speaking at 
below their current proficiency level or by watching the same movies a number of times. This is 
the fourth strand, fluency development. According to Webb and Rodgers (2009), repeatedly 
watching the same movies is a useful strategy for increasing vocabulary and, as a result, for 
listening fluency: 
Because only a small number of unknown words are likely to be encountered more than 
six times in one movie for learners with a vocabulary size of 3,000 word families, one 
viewing may lead to very little vocabulary learning. One way to increase the potential for 
learning from one movie is to watch the same movie a number of times. This may move 
the number of encounters with unknown words to the point at which they may be learned. 
(p. 423) 
 
Principle 6. Similar to the findings of the fourth principle, the interviews show that both 
groups of students check their vocabulary learning, recognize what vocabulary they learned, and 
get motivated by their progress in vocabulary learning. The difference is that the more proficient 
students apply this principle years earlier than the other students, who apparently have just 
started learning English vocabulary in an intensive (not extensive) way. 
Regarding monitoring and assessment, the more proficient students are presumably 
motivated and more confident in assessing their English proficiency by taking IELTS. Their 
scores ranged between 5.00 and 5.5, which is relatively high considering their young age and the 
poor EFL teaching they received in schools. This step (i.e., evaluating L2 knowledge) gives an 
indication about the high level of learning autonomy that those students have developed. It is 
quite interesting that non–English major PYP students took IELTS whereas Al-Fuhaid’s (2004) 
English major subjects in the seventh and eighth levels wanted their English department to 




Vocabulary learning strategies. As discussed and illustrated in Chapter 2, vocabulary 
learning autonomy entails using a collection of VLSs, but called metacognitive strategies, 
because they are concerned with “strategies for overviewing the processes of language use and 
learning, and for taking steps to efficiently plan and regulate those processes” (Schmitt, 1997, p. 
199). Those metacognitive strategies are different from the VLSs that refer to immediate 
vocabulary learning tasks, which is what the fourth and fifth research questions concern: 
4. To what extent are Saudi EFL preparatory year students’ strategic vocabulary 
learners? 
5. Are the vocabulary learning strategies used by the most proficient students different 
from those used by the less proficient students? 
The interview findings suggest that the more proficient students are more strategic not 
only because they make more effort and use more VLSs but also because of how well they use 
them, a finding that is consistent with several other studies (e.g., Ahmed, 1989; Fan, 2003; Gu & 
Johnson, 1996; Lawson & Hogben, 1996; Sanaoui, 1995). In particular, the more proficient 
students use the two strategies of guessing and analyzing affixes and roots more often than the 
less proficient students. However, the difference between the two groups of students in their use 
of the VLSs is smaller than that identified in vocabulary learning autonomy.  
Using dictionaries. With the popularity of smartphones and the availability of Internet 
access, this study’s subjects use their phones as the primary source for discovering new word 
meanings; in contrast to Al-Fuhaid’s (2004) findings, it seems that pocket and electronic 
dictionaries have all disappeared. Students mostly look for the L1 translation of unknown words 
rather than the English definition. Thus, it is unquestionable that the popularity of Google 




of dictionaries. The free cost and the built-in pronunciation are two features that make translation 
applications so popular. Nation (2013) maintains, “Translation has the advantages of being 
quick, simple, and easily understood” (p. 122). He, however, warned that translation might 
encourage further use of the L1 that might reduce the time spent on learning the L2. 
In spite of the benefits of using dictionaries that provide rich lexical information (Laufer 
& Hill, 2000; Nation & Gu, 2007), most of the PYP students have never used bilingual or 
English–English dictionaries, a finding similar to Albousaif (2012) but in contrast to Schmitt 
(1997), who reported that bilingual dictionaries were very favored by Japanese students, and Al-
Fuhaid (2004), who found consulting bilingual and English–English dictionaries to be very 
popular among his Saudi subjects. However, this can be explained by the fact that Al-Fuhaid’s 
subjects were “university students majoring in English [who were] more aware of the advantages 
of monolingual dictionaries and/or are asked by some course leaders to have all types of 
dictionary, especially in translation classes” (p. 170). Albousaif, however, found that only 
students from upper levels used this strategy because they were encouraged by their teachers to 
use their monolingual dictionaries. However, because this study’s subjects were not English 
majors who were preparing to study in scientific colleges, their goal was not to deepen but rather 
broaden their vocabulary knowledge.  
Guessing. Similar to Al-Fuhaid (2004), who found that the more successful subjects used 
guessing more sufficiently and effectively than the less successful ones, and the findings of 
Albousaif (2012), who found that “only higher-achieving students from the upper levels used 
guessing strategies” (p. 173), this study found that the more proficient students guess more 
frequently than the less proficient ones. According to Oxford (1990), the use of guessing 




tune out, or grab the dog-eared dictionary and try to look up every unfamiliar word—harmful 
responses which impede progress toward proficiency” (p. 7). One less proficient student said that 
guessing is sometimes impossible, a fact that is explained by Nation (2013): 
This is necessary for learners to be able to use the clues for guessing the unknown words. 
It is likely that at least 95% of the running words need to be already familiar to the 
learners for this to happen (Liu and Nation, 1985). 95% coverage means that there is 1 
unknown word in every 20 running words, or one in every two lines. This is still a heavy 
load of unknown vocabulary and probably densities like 1 in 50 (98% coverage) are 
optimal. Studies which use higher densities of unknown words, for example 1 in every 10 
running words, have shown little successful guessing, and set up conditions that make 
successful guessing unlikely (Laufer and Sim, 1985; Bensoussan and Laufer, 1984). (p. 
352) 
 
Analyzing affixes and roots. As the interviews show, the more proficient students 
responded more often than the other students that they use this strategy and that they know more 
affixes. This goes along with the studies that found a correlation between vocabulary size and the 
number of affixes known (e.g., Mochizuki & Aizawa, 2000; Schmitt & Meara, 1997). Al-Fuhaid 
(2004) reported infrequent use of this strategy by his subjects, a low frequency index of 32.5, a 
result that can be explained by the fact that the more successful students who reported using it 
frequently were rather few in his study. 
Social strategies. Kudo (1999) commented that social strategies are not commonly used 
among L2 learners because learning vocabulary does not necessarily require support from other 
people when simply using a dictionary or listening to the teacher’s explanations is possible. Both 
the more proficient and less proficient students rarely ask teachers to learn the meaning of new 
words, a behavior that is most likely due to the availability of other sources of support, 
particularly smartphones and the Internet. This confirms earlier research that L2 learners often do 




strategies (Al-Fuhaid, 2004; Chamot, 1987; Gu & Johnson, 1996; Kudo, 1999; Nakamura, 2000; 
Schmitt, 1997).  
Similar to the findings of Al-Fuhaid (2004) who pointed out that “some subjects said that 
their teachers are too busy during a class to allow them to ask about vocabulary items” (p. 173), 
some PYP students made similar remarks such as, “If time allows, I mean without interrupting 
the class, I ask my teachers.” Al-Fuhaid posited another reason for not asking teachers for word 
meanings: “Others also admit that they do not like to expose their vocabulary level to their 
teachers and classmates” (p. 173). This study cannot rule out this reason for some students 
because the popularity of smartphones and translation apps might not be the only reason for their 
dislike of seeking a word’s meaning from other people. This study also confirms Al-Fuhaid’s 
finding and reason that seeking help from a classmate is much more frequent “because seeking 
help from a classmate is less formal than seeking help from a teacher” (p. 173).  
Memory strategies. More proficient students use imagery as a memory strategy. Imagery 
here does not mean that students create their own mental images of a word’s meaning; rather 
they learn new words paired with movie scenes carrying their meaning. Students, however, do 
not use imagery by creating mental images, a finding that is consistent with Al-Fuhaid (2004) 
who reported a low frequency index of 32 points for the strategy of using pictures/imagery as 33 
subjects answered they either rarely or never used it. I agree with Al-Fuhaid’s argument that “its 
low use can be justified in that the respondents constantly encounter such a large number of new 
words that it would be difficult for them to use pictures or images in each case” (p. 185). In fact, 
there is too little information to determine what other memory strategies the more proficient 




Placing a new word in a meaningful context (i.e., by writing down a whole sentence or 
phrase including the new word) is used frequently by the PYP students as at least three 
interviewees said they use this strategy, a finding that is in agreement with several studies that 
reported a high frequency of using this strategy (i.e., Al-Fuhaid, 2004; Gu & Johnson, 1996; 
Nakamura, 2000). Regarding association strategies, no single student, including the more 
proficient students, mentioned using them. These findings are similar to those in other studies 
(e.g., Gu & Johnson, 1996; Schmitt, 1997). In particular, they are similar to those in Fan (2003) 
who explained that the reason why Hong Kong EFL learners, including those who are more 
proficient in L2 vocabulary, were not willing to use association strategies “may be due to the 
language distance between Chinese and English” (p. 233). Similarly, the language distance 
between Arabic and English could be the reason for not using association strategies on the part of 
Saudi PYP students. 
Cognitive strategies. As many of the interviewees expressed frequent use of spoken and 
written repetition, this confirms previous findings that repetition strategy is quite common 
among L2 learners (e.g., Albousaif, 2012; Al-Fuhaid, 2004; Chamot, 1987; Lawson & Hogben, 
1996; Nakamura, 2000; O’Malley et al., 1985; Schmitt, 1997). In his comment on the popularity 
of written and spoken repetition strategies among Japanese EFL learners, Schmitt (1997) stated 
that it can be attributed to students’ study style as L2 students are often taught in schools to 
memorize English grammar and vocabulary, usually through repetition. Al-Fuhaid (2004) also 
commented on the popularity of repetition strategies among Saudi students, saying, “Their 
frequent use of verbal and written repetition is a reflection of their learning environment in 
which spelling and pronunciation are important assessment criteria in oral and written exams” (p. 




any learning environment, Al-Fuhaid apparently meant that linguistic competence is stressed at 
the expense of communicative competence in Saudi Arabia. 
Regarding the strategy of taking vocabulary notes, most of the interviewees take 
traditional and electronic notes for new words, a finding that matches previous studies that found 
this strategy as one of the most frequently used cognitive strategies by L2 learners (e.g., 
Albousaif, 2012; Nakamura, 2000; O’Malley et al., 1985; Schmitt, 1997). In particular, Al-
Fuhaid (2004) found high frequency index use (73 points) of this strategy by his Saudi subjects 
as the second most-used consolidation strategy after the strategy of studying the pronunciation of 
new words (76 points). The interview data suggest that electronic vocabulary notes are currently 
more favored by Saudi students than traditional written notes. Although taking vocabulary notes 
via mobile phones is thought to have the same learning benefit as written notes, nonetheless, 
further research in this particular area is needed. 
Conclusion  
In this chapter, an alternative qualitative approach was conducted to examine the Saudi 
PYP EFL students’ development of vocabulary learning autonomy and use of VLSs. As the 
interviews show, there is no doubt about the high level of vocabulary learning autonomy 
developed by the more proficient students. Most importantly, they mix explicit with implicit 
learning, the most efficient approach for vocabulary learning (Nation, 2013). However, the way 
they limit implicit learning to watching movies but do not spend enough time reading is a major 
drawback to their vocabulary learning style. For the other students, it is very obvious that they 
are reactive learners relying heavily on the PYP modules, and apparently their lower proficiency 





Regarding the VLSs, this study stresses that different student characteristics such as 
motivation, aptitude, age, sex, and prior education, as well as cultural background and learning 
style, are very important factors in the use of learning strategies as pointed out by O’Malley and 
Chamot (1990). Also, because some VLSs seem to arise naturally (e.g., guessing) but others 
need to be taught (Huckin & Coady, 1999), it was beyond the scope of this study to investigate 




Chapter 6: Summary and Conclusion 
This chapter begins by giving a summary of the key findings of the study as well as 
general thoughts about PYP students in relation to the research questions. It then continues by 
presenting some teaching and pedagogical implications and recommendations that should 
contribute significantly to ESL/EFL learners’ vocabulary acquisition, particularly by improving 
learners’ levels of vocabulary learning autonomy and use of VLSs. These implications are drawn 
mainly from the overall findings of the demographic questionnaires and interview data. To 
conclude this chapter, the discussion then sheds light on the limitations of the study and makes 
recommendations for future research.  
Summary of Findings  
The quantitative findings discussed in Chapter 4 demonstrate that the majority of PYP 
students have limited general and academic vocabulary sizes that are far below the desired 
minimum vocabulary knowledge for being able to read authentic English texts. Al-Nujaidi 
(2003) observed, “When high school graduates are admitted to English programs at Saudi 
universities, a majority of the students stumble over the difficult materials they usually encounter 
in such programs, resulting in a high dropout rate” (p. 8). This study found that more than half of 
the PYP students have a general vocabulary size of only 3,000 word families and an academic 
vocabulary size of 285 word families or smaller. With this limited L2 lexical competence, 
students are not immune to learning frustrations and poor academic performance that might 
cause students to drop out or transfer to other non–English-medium colleges. If they survive and 
continue attending the English-medium colleges, expectations about students’ academic 
achievement should not be very high. In fact, it is the norm for students to finish the PYP and 




(McMullen, 2014). Because Saudi universities are obligated to accept Saudi students, 
requirements for admission are not difficult to meet even in the English-medium colleges. The 
main admission criterion for these colleges is student grade point average (GPA) in the PYP 
regardless of their actual English proficiency levels. Usually, the most prestigious colleges seek 
applicants with the highest GPAs and vice versa. The College of Medicine, for example, accepts 
the applicants with the 40 highest GPAs. Investigating PYP students’ academic achievement 
particularly in the first years in these colleges should provide a better idea about students’ actual 
academic experiences.  
Frankly, few PYP students exhibited sophisticated lexical competence as demonstrated 
by the results of the vocabulary tests. However, it seems that only a minority of PYP students is 
proficient in English vocabulary. They are very close to meeting the minimum vocabulary size 
for reading English texts as they have a general vocabulary size of 4,000 word families and an 
academic vocabulary size of 450 word families or larger. These students are admitted to the 
English-medium colleges along with the less proficient students. It would be interesting to 
investigate any possible difference in academic achievement among those students, particularly 
in later years. 
Because of the significant difference between the vocabulary size of the more proficient 
and less proficient students, I thought it would be interesting to investigate how these students 
also differ in their level of vocabulary learning autonomy and use of the VLSs. Nation (2013) 
maintains that learners scoring high on the vocabulary test were more likely to use planning 
strategies and used opportunities to encounter new words both inside and outside of class. The 
interview findings discussed in Chapter 5 show that the more proficient students have stepped 




own initiative in seeking opportunities for vocabulary learning. They show awareness and 
consciousness of their vocabulary development by understanding and evaluating the learning 
approaches they take and considering other approaches. They also show carefully orchestrated 
and targeted metacognitive strategies that considerably contribute to vocabulary learning 
autonomy (Ehrman, Leaver, & Oxford, 2003).  
On the other hand, the less proficient students perceive L2 learning as static and directed 
by teachers, and schools and college are the settings where they can learn (Pemberton, Li, Or, & 
Pierson, 2006). They do not seem to have control over their vocabulary learning or take the 
initiative to increase their vocabulary size. In other words, they are more passive learners who 
are waiting to be told what and how to learn by teachers. They are reluctant to seek creative and 
interesting vocabulary learning approaches such as watching interesting movies. They lack the 
knowledge to locate helpful sources for learning more vocabulary. They also think the textbooks 
they have and the classes they attend are sufficient resources to develop their L2. 
In addition to the metacognitive VLSs investigated under the topic of “learning 
autonomy,” direct meaning-discovery and meaning-consolidation strategies were also 
investigated. These strategies include using dictionaries, guessing, analyzing affixes and roots, 
social strategies, memory strategies, and cognitive strategies. Unfortunately, the majority of PYP 
students rely totally on translation for discovering the meaning of new words but do not use 
monolingual or bilingual dictionaries, a learning style by which they could miss invaluable 
lexical information provided by dictionaries. Only more proficient students make use of the 
guessing strategy, one benefit of having a large vocabulary size. Their vocabulary size is very 
close to the most frequent 5,000 word families that make guessing possible (Hu & Nation, 2000; 




competence allows them to discover new word meanings by analyzing affixes and roots. When it 
comes to social strategies, PYP students do not prefer to ask teachers or classmates. Rather, they 
tend to discover word meanings on their own. 
To consolidate the meaning of newly learned words, more proficient students use some 
form of imagery such as memory strategies; they “unconsciously” make use of movie scenes. 
More proficient students agreed that watching movies was the main factor that contributed to 
learning a significant amount of English vocabulary. They also use the strategy of placing a new 
word in a meaningful sentence or phrase. Regarding cognitive strategies, PYP students repeat 
words in spoken and written forms. They also take both traditional and electronic vocabulary 
notes. 
Although the previous paragraphs summarized the major findings related to the study 
questions, it is impossible to move on to the remaining sections of this chapter without 
highlighting one other major finding about more proficient PYP students regarding vocabulary 
learning: extensive viewing of L2 movies but at the expense of poor L2 reading habits. In spite 
of the cultural differences, a massive number of Saudi students appreciate foreign media 
products. Saudi EFL students’ extensive movie watching is in line with Webb’s (2010) 
observation that “English language movies are extremely popular among L2 viewers, and movies 
are a valuable source of L2 aural input in most EFL contexts, where there may be limited 
opportunities for L2 listening” (p. 497). Besides the fact that watching movies is considered a 
leisure activity by PYP students, learning vocabulary incidentally from watching movies is 
possible with knowledge of only the most frequent 3,000 word families (Webb, 2010) as 




In contrast, PYP students spend very limited time on L2 reading as confirmed by Al-
Nujaidi (2003): “Saudi EFL students generally do not spend sufficient time reading English 
materials outside class either to improve their reading ability or for pleasure” (p. 151). Al-
Homoud and Schmitt (2009) stated that Saudi EFL students are not accustomed to reading. The 
two above-mentioned findings need much more attention from this study; therefore, extensive 
viewing of L2 movies and extensive L2 reading will be highlighted as implications for teaching. 
Teaching Implications  
 The findings of this study have serious implications for EFL teaching in Saudi Arabia and 
other comparable EFL contexts. First, they demonstrate that Saudi EFL students in the PYP who 
are basically high school graduates have limited vocabulary competence. In fact, PYPs should 
not take all the blame for students’ poor English competence and small vocabulary size. Rather, 
English curricula and EFL teaching practices in Saudi schools where PYP students attend need to 
be assessed, reviewed, and improved. Otherwise, the problem will persist, and high school 
graduates will continue to be disappointed with their poor English proficiency and inadequate 
vocabulary size, especially when they are required to possess a level of at least moderate EFL 
competence. However, this does not mean that the PYPs cannot bridge the students’ lexical gap. 
Rather, PYPs have the instructional capabilities (more qualified teachers, better designed 
curriculum, etc.) to make a significant impact on students’ vocabulary size in 1 year, yet 
expectations should not be very high bearing in mind that vocabulary acquisition is an 
incremental process and that learning a large vocabulary takes a long period of time over many 
years. 
Students should be guided toward greater learning autonomy (Kennedy, 2002) in general 




the high frequency words (most frequent 2,000 word families), they cannot teach students the 
entire vocabulary they need (Nation, 1990). Al-Fuhaid (2004) maintains, “Vocabulary learning is 
a potential area for learners to exercise more responsibility for meeting their individual 
vocabulary needs” (p. 293). Autonomy in learning should be promoted in Saudi schools, and 
teachers should step back from taking control and let students plan their own L2 learning. 
Teachers are, however, still needed to guide and give advice on students’ autonomy, as students 
need to be taught skills and strategies for being autonomous L2 learners. At present, it is much 
easier for teachers and much more possible for students to develop high levels of autonomy. 
Teachers should encourage and train students on how to make use of advanced technology and 
the Internet in doing self-study. Students can easily locate necessary information and find helpful 
resources and materials on the Internet.  
To encourage students be autonomous in L2 vocabulary learning, vocabulary teaching 
should focus vocabulary strategy training on making students more aware of objectives of L2 
vocabulary learning, planning, and goal-setting strategies (metacognitive strategies). These 
strategies include, for instance, building up a sufficient English vocabulary store, continuing to 
study over time, studying the English affixation system, exposing themselves to L2 media, 
learning vocabulary through reading, planning vocabulary revision, and so forth (Al-Fuhaid, 
2004). L2 learners simply lack the knowledge and understanding of these strategies and their 
significant impact on vocabulary learning. A strategy training program can be set up to promote 
learners’ awareness of these metacognitive strategies to make them better able to fulfill their L2 
vocabulary needs and allow them to monitor their progress. Mizumoto and Takeuchi (2009) 
examined the effectiveness of explicit instruction of the direct and metacognitive VLSs, and their 




(a) Strategy training was effective for both changing the repertoire of strategies used and 
improving their frequency of use, (b) the training increased the use of certain strategies 
more than it did for other strategies, and (c) different types of learners exhibited different 
responses to the strategy instruction. (p. 425) 
 
Mizumoto and Takeuchi (2009) assured that metacognitive strategies in any VLS 
instruction should be taught in combination with other direct strategies. Thus, introduction of 
metacognitive strategies should represent only half of any vocabulary strategy training program. 
Once students become aware of indirect strategies such as L2 extensive reading and watching L2 
movies, they should be given training on a wide range of direct strategies (e.g., guessing, using 
dictionaries). Nation (2013) maintains that L2 learners should be able to “[choose] the most 
appropriate strategy from a range of strategies and [decide] how to pursue the strategy and when 
to switch to another strategy” (p. 329). Teachers need to spend sufficient time training students 
on vocabulary strategies, demonstrate and explain strategies to students, and make sure students 
understand the goal of each strategy and when it is effective (Nation, 2013). In the following 
sections, I put particular emphasis on three strategies: two metacognitive VLSs (extensive 
reading and extensive movie watching) and one direct VLS (dictionary use) that the majority of 
PYP students lack as shown by the study data. 
First, extensive reading has several benefits on L2 learners including vocabulary 
acquisition (e.g., Al-Homoud & Schmitt, 2009; Al-Nujaidi, 2003; Cho & Krashen, 1994; Robb 
& Susser, 1989). That being said, one teaching implication that should be implemented 
immediately in Saudi Arabian schools is the endorsement of extensive L1 reading. The fact that 
Saudi EFL students do not spend time on L2 reading is not because they do not like to read in 
English but because they are not accustomed to self-selecting books and reading for pleasure in 




which currently is not the case, extensive L2 reading should be possible when they start learning 
English in the middle and high school stages.  
Second, regardless of the fact that extensive viewing of L2 movies has been neglected as 
a potential approach to L2 learning (Webb & Rodgers, 2009), “Movies may offer the same 
potential for vocabulary learning as written text through repeated encounters with unknown 
words. Books provide L2 written input and movies provide L2 aural input” (Webb, 2010, p. 
497). Nation (2006) stated, “Watching movies could be very good for vocabulary growth” (p. 
77). From a vocabulary perspective, Webb and Rodgers (2009) suggested that movies might be 
an appropriate L2 vocabulary resource for many learners because, as opposed to reading, only a 
small number of words are needed for adequate comprehension of movies (the most frequent 
3,000 word families provide 95% coverage). In this study, the significant influence of L2 movie 
watching on learning a large amount of vocabulary is not doubted on the part of the more 
proficient students. Nonetheless, for cultural concerns, it might not be a wise decision to promote 
watching movies in Saudi schools or English programs because in some cases Saudi students and 
parents have registered complaints about the inculcation of culturally inappropriate materials in 
English textbooks (Ahmad & Shah, 2014). Likewise, movies should include cultural values more 
compatible with Saudis. 
Third, dictionaries are very helpful sources in vocabulary learning. Unlike translation 
websites or pocket dictionaries, large monolingual and bilingual dictionaries provide rich lexical 
information such as spelling, pronunciation, meaning, grammar, constraints on use, collocations, 
and inflections (Nation, 2013). Students need to understand the importance of dictionaries to the 
quality of their vocabulary acquisition. As the interviews showed, PYP students not only fail to 




Teachers should introduce a variety of monolingual and bilingual dictionaries to students so that 
they can decide what best fits their needs. They need to know how to effectively use dictionaries. 
Suggestions for training learners on skills necessary for receptive and productive use of 
dictionaries can be found in Nation (2013). 
Limitations of the Study 
Although this study has adequately answered the research questions, it has some 
limitations. First, the data were collected during the middle of the term, and it should not be 
assumed that increases in participants’ vocabulary sizes would not take place during the final 
weeks of the PYP. Students might substantially increase their vocabulary size particularly when 
they study for midterm and final exams. Although the final week of the PYP before final exams 
might be the best time for estimating students’ actual vocabulary size, it was thought that 
collecting data at that time could cause serious interruptions to classes and students might miss 
important reviews for final exams.  
Further, the participants’ application of the principles of vocabulary learning autonomy 
and actual use of VLSs were investigated only through interviews. It would be more 
comprehensive if this were paired with other methods of investigation such as questionnaires. 
This limitation, however, has been taken into consideration when discussing the results of the 
data collected. Nonetheless, as Nation (2013) observes, questionnaires might not truly reflect 
what learners actually do. Al-Fuhaid (2004), for example, noticed some misunderstandings by 
his subjects regarding this item (noting a new word in the context of a sentence) in his 
questionnaires: “Other subjects’ comments and interview data revealed that they were referring 




Finally, as always the results obtained through qualitative research are not generalizable 
to other contexts. This research study is no exception, and the findings are not transferable to 
contexts other than the Saudi one. Moreover, although the study aimed to assess the vocabulary 
size and explore vocabulary learning autonomy and the VLSs of Saudi EFL students in the PYP 
at Qassim University, generalization of the results to other PYPs in Saudi or non-Saudi 
universities may not be appropriate.  
Recommendations for Further Research 
This work cannot be argued to be comprehensive, and its findings suggest further 
research. First of all, every single day can contribute to learners’ L2 vocabulary. Thus, in order to 
provide better estimations of PYP students’ vocabulary sizes, students should be tested at the end 
of the PYP—that is, after final exams or even, if possible, a few days before studying at the 
universities. Students can learn hundreds of words between the last day of the PYP and the first 
day of their academic study.  
Second, using multiple vocabulary measures to assess students’ vocabulary size should 
provide more reassuring results. Norbert Schmitt (personal communication, September 14, 
2015), a Professor of Applied Linguistics at the University of Nottingham, stated that he is 
working on a new vocabulary size test based on the most current frequency counts. Therefore, 
estimations of students’ general vocabulary size should be much more accurate by using, for 
example, the VST (Beglar, 2010; Nation & Beglar, 2007) and another vocabulary test of the 
same frequency counts. 
Finally, to the best of my knowledge, there is no previous study that investigates 
incidental vocabulary learning through extensive watching of L2 movies. Like the research that 




influence of watching of L2 movies on vocabulary acquisition. Suggestions for research on 
extensive watching of L2 movies includes finding out when its influence on vocabulary learning 
starts to take place; how many movies should be watched before incidental large vocabulary 
learning can occur; how much vocabulary can be learned from watching one movie, two movies, 
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Appendix A: Participant Demographic Questionnaire 
Age: …………………………. 
Are you attending/Have you ever attended English courses in a private English institute? If yes, 
for how long? 
 
……………………….……………………….……………………….……………………………. 
Have you ever studied English in a foreign country? If yes, which countr(ies)? For how long? 
 
……………………….……………………….……………………….……………………………. 
Have you ever taken TOEFL or IELTS? If yes, what was your score? 
 
……………………….……………………….……………………….……………………………. 
Do you watch TV shows, movies, vlogs, etc. in English? If yes, for how long? 
……………………….……………………….……………………….……………………………. 
Which major do you intend and wish to study after the PYP?  
……………………….……………………….……………………….……………………………. 
Do you have voluntarily free-read or extensively free-read books, phone, laptop, etc.? If yes, 
how many books, articles, etc. you read every month? 
 
……………………….……………………….……………………….……………………………. 
What is your father’s highest academic degree? 
……………………….……………………….……………………….……………………………. 




Appendix B: The Vocabulary Size Test 
Circle the letter a, b, c, or d with the closest meaning to the key word in the question. 
 
First 1,000 
1. SEE: They saw it.  
a. cut  
b. waited for  
c. looked at  
d. started  
2. TIME: They have a lot of time.  
a. money  
b. food  
c. hours  
d. friends  
3. PERIOD: It was a difficult period.  
a. question  
b. time  
c. thing to do  
d. book  
4. FIGURE: Is this the right figure?  
a. answer  
b. place  
c. time  
d. number  
5. POOR: We are poor.  
a. have no money  
b. feel happy  
c. are very interested  
d. do not like to work hard  
6. DRIVE: He drives fast.  
a. swims  
b. learns  
c. throws balls  
d. uses a car  
7. JUMP: She tried to jump.  
a. lie on top of the water  
b. get off the ground suddenly  
c. stop the car at the edge of the road  
d. move very fast  
8. SHOE: Where is your shoe?  
a. the person who looks after you  
b. the thing you keep your money in  
c. the thing you use for writing  
d. the thing you wear on your foot  
9. STANDARD: Her standards are very high.  
a. the bits at the back under her shoes  
b. the marks she gets in school  
c. the money she asks for  
d. the levels she reaches in everything  
10. BASIS: This was used as the basis.  
a. answer  
b. place to take a rest  
c. next step  




1. MAINTAIN: Can they maintain it?  
a. keep it as it is  
b. make it larger  
c. get a better one than it  
d. get it  
2. STONE: He sat on a stone.  
a. hard thing  
b. kind of chair  
c. soft thing on the floor  
d. part of a tree  
3. UPSET: I am upset.  
a. tired  
b. famous  
c. rich  
d. unhappy  
4. DRAWER: The drawer was empty.  
a. sliding box  
b. place where cars are kept  
c. cupboard to keep things cold  
d. animal house  
5. PATIENCE: He has no patience.  
a. will not wait happily  
b. has no free time  
c. has no faith  
d. does not know what is fair  
6. NIL: His mark for that question was nil.  
a. very bad  
b. nothing  
c. very good  
d. in the middle  
7. PUB: They went to the pub.  
a. place where people drink and talk  
b. place that looks after money  
c. large building with many shops  
d. building for swimming  
8. CIRCLE: Make a circle.  
a. rough picture  
b. space with nothing in it  
c. round shape  
d. large hole  
9. MICROPHONE: Please use the microphone.  
a. machine for making food hot  
b. machine that makes sounds louder  
c. machine that makes things look bigger  
d. small telephone that can be carried around  
10. PRO: He’s a pro.  
a. someone who is employed to find out 
important secrets  
b. a stupid person  
c. someone who writes for a newspaper  







1. SOLDIER: He is a soldier.  
a. person in a business  
b. student  
c. person who uses metal  
d. person in the army  
2. RESTORE: It has been restored.  
a. said again  
b. given to a different person  
c. given a lower price  
d. made like new again  
3. JUG: He was holding a jug.  
a. a container for pouring liquids  
b. an informal discussion  
c. a soft cap  
d. a weapon that explodes  
4. SCRUB: He is scrubbing it.  
a. cutting shallow lines into it  
b. repairing it  
c. rubbing it hard to clean it  
d. drawing simple pictures of it  
5. DINOSAUR: The children were pretending to 
be dinosaurs.  
a. robbers who work at sea  
b. very small creatures with human form but 
with wings  
c. large creatures with wings that breathe 
fire  
d. animals that lived a long time ago  
6. STRAP: He broke the strap.  
a. promise  
b. top cover  
c. shallow dish for food  
d. strip of material for holding things 
together  
7. PAVE: It was paved.  
a. prevented from going through  
b. divided  
c. given gold edges  
d. covered with a hard surface  
8. DASH: They dashed over it.  
a. moved quickly  
b. moved slowly  
c. fought  
d. looked quickly  
9. ROVE: He couldn’t stop roving.  
a. getting drunk  
b. travelling around  
c. making a musical sound through closed 
lips  
d. working hard  
10. LONESOME: He felt lonesome.  
a. ungrateful  
b. very tired  
c. lonely  





1. COMPOUND: They made a new compound.  
a. agreement  
b. thing made of two or more parts  
c. group of people forming a business  
d. guess based on past experience  
2. LATTER: I agree with the latter.  
a. man from the church  
b. reason given  
c. last one  
d. answer  
3. CANDID: Please be candid.  
a. be careful  
b. show sympathy  
c. show fairness to both sides  
d. say what you really think  
4. TUMMY: Look at my tummy.  
a. cloth to cover the head  
b. stomach  
c. small furry animal  
d. thumb  
5. QUIZ: We made a quiz.  
a. thing to hold arrows  
b. serious mistake  
c. set of questions  
d. box for birds to make nests in  
6. INPUT: We need more input.  
a. information, power, etc. put into 
something  
b. workers  
c. artificial filling for a hole in wood  
d. money  
7. CRAB: Do you like crabs?  
a. sea creatures that walk sideways  
b. very thin small cakes  
c. tight, hard collars  
d. large black insects that sing at night  
8. VOCABULARY: You will need more 
vocabulary.  
a. words  
b. skill  
c. money  
d. guns  
9. REMEDY: We found a good remedy.  
a. way to fix a problem  
b. place to eat in public  
c. way to prepare food  
d. rule about numbers  
10. ALLEGE: They alleged it.  
a. claimed it without proof  
b. stole the ideas for it from someone else  
c. provided facts to prove it  





1. DEFICIT: The company had a large deficit.  
a. spent a lot more money than it earned  
b. went down a lot in value  
c. had a plan for its spending that used a lot 
of money  
d. had a lot of money in the bank  
2. WEEP: He wept.  
a. finished his course  
b. cried  
c. died  
d. worried  
3. NUN: We saw a nun.  
a. long thin creature that lives in the earth  
b. terrible accident  
c. woman following a strict religious life  
d. unexplained bright light in the sky  
4. HAUNT: The house is haunted.  
a. full of ornaments  
b. rented  
c. empty  
d. full of ghosts  
5. COMPOST: We need some compost.  
a. strong support  
b. help to feel better  
c. hard stuff made of stones and sand stuck 
together  
d. rotted plant material  
6. CUBE: I need one more cube.  
a. sharp thing used for joining things  
b. solid square block  
c. tall cup with no saucer  
d. piece of stiff paper folded in half  
7. MINIATURE: It is a miniature.  
a. a very small thing of its kind  
b. an instrument to look at small objects  
c. a very small living creature  
d. a small line to join letters in handwriting  
8. PEEL: Shall I peel it?  
a. let it sit in water for a long time  
b. take the skin off it  
c. make it white  
d. cut it into thin pieces  
9. FRACTURE: They found a fracture.  
a. break  
b. small piece  
c. short coat  
d. rare jewel  
10. BACTERIUM: They didn’t find a single 
bacterium.  
a. small living thing causing disease  
b. plant with red or orange flowers  
c. animal that carries water on its back  




Appendix C: The Vocabulary Levels Test 
Academic Vocabulary Section 
 
This is a vocabulary test. You must choose the right word to go with each meaning. Write 
the number of that word next to its meaning. Here is an example. 
 
l business 
2 clock   ______ part of a house 
3 horse  ______ animal with four legs 




You answer it in the following way. 
 
l business 
2 clock  ___6__ part of a house 
3 horse  ___3__ animal with four legs 




Some words are on the test to make it more difficult. You do not have to find a meaning 
for these words. In the example above, these words are business, clock, and shoe. 
 
If you have no idea about the meaning of a word, do not guess. But if you think you 






2 labor  _____ work 
3 percent _____ part of 100 
4 principle _____ general idea used to guide one’s actions 
5 source   
6 survey 
 
1 element  
2 fund  _____ money for a special purpose 
3 layer  _____ skilled way of doing something 
4 philosophy _____ study of the meaning of life 




2 enforcement _____ total 
3 investigation _____ agreement or permission   
4 parameter _____ trying to find information about something 




2 fee  _____ 10 years 
3 file  _____ subject of a discussion 
4 incidence _____ money paid for services 




2 erosion _____ action against the law 
3 format _____ wearing away gradually 
4 inclination _____ shape or size of something 




2 conceive _____ change  
3 grant   _____ connect together  
4 link  _____ finish successfully 
5 modify  
6 offset  
 
1 convert 
2 design _____ keep out 
3 exclude _____ stay alive 
4 facilitate _____ change from one thing into another 







2 compile _____ control something skillfully 
3 convince _____ expect something will happen 





2 financial _____ most important 
3 forthcoming _____ concerning sight 
4 primary _____ concerning money 
5 random 
6 visual  
 
1 alternative 
2 ambiguous _____ last or most important 
3 empirical _____ something different that can be chosen 
4 ethnic _____ concerning people from a certain nation 
5 mutual 
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